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pReFaCe
in the second and third centuries, as Christianity continued its movement outward 
and westward from its early urban centers into the larger Roman world, the 
challenge of relating to greco-Roman socio-political, philosophical, and religious 
forces intensified. Christians – increasingly of pagan rather than Jewish background – 
struggled to discern whether and how to reject or adapt commonplace greco-Roman 
philosophical ideas. Conversely, their pagan neighbors were formulating their own 
judgments regarding Christianity, some more generous than others. meanwhile, 
Jews and Christians were also reading each other and defining themselves by way 
of a hermeneutical struggle for the inheritance of the hebrew scriptures. part i of 
this volume therefore treats the interaction between these overarching, problematic 
categories: Christian, greco-Roman, Jew.

early Christian thought is complex, not amenable to simple description. The era 
was fraught with conflicting definitions of the pairings catholic and heretic, Christian 
and Jew, Christian and Roman. enculturated in various social and geographical 
settings, early Christianity sometimes exhibited dizzying diversity; at other times it 
demonstrated surprising continuity in thought and practice. sacred writings were 
being identified and collected; in some cases they were being written. always they were 
being interpreted. These interpretations spawned various rites, ideas, manners of life, 
and inevitably, additional literature, some of it pastoral, some of it expositional, some 
of it adversarial, some of it defensive. Within this literature and within their patterns 
of living, worshipping, and dying, Christians manifested peculiar ways of thinking and 
formulated distinctive theological ideas. part ii of this book therefore discusses diverse 
writers and literatures of those early years and their theological concerns, and part iii 
surveys selected theological topics that are particularly prominent in texts from the 
whole period.

The chapters are written by an international group of experts who aim to serve the 
needs both of beginners and of those who are continuing their study of early Christian 
thought. For those who require an initial orientation to understand the cultural 
context and theological contributions of early Christian literature, these essays will 
point out the prominent defining features of the period. Those already initiated will 
find further insight into Christianity’s early complexity and simplicity. Both will find 
helpful suggestions for further reading.

i am very grateful for the tireless and conscientious efforts of Christopher graham, 
who, at the end of the project, provided essential aid, and to stephen Bagby, and 
stephen presley, my generous and careful research assistants at various stages of 
this work. Their devotion to the study of early Christian thought has enriched and 
sharpened the book. i must also offer heartfelt thanks to lesley Riddle, senior publisher 
for religion and anthropology at Routledge, and to amy grant, editorial assistant in 
religion, for their professionalism, patience, and charity throughout the entire process.
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1
ChRisTianiTy in 

The gRaeCo-Roman 
WoRld

socio-political, philosophical, and religious 
interactions up to the edict of milan  

(ce 313)1

George H. van Kooten

in this essay i present a framework situating early Christianity within the geographical 
and cultural context of the graeco-Roman world. i examine how Christianity inter-
acted with the socio-political, philosophical, and religious forces in the graeco-Roman 
world in the second and third centuries. how did these forces set the stage for develop-
ments within Christianity, especially its ideology (theology) in the second and third 
centuries? Firstly, i shall comment on Christianity in relation to hellenistic-Roman 
“philosophy” and “religion.” What exactly was the difference between philosophy 
and religion in this age, and how did Christianity relate to them? in a companion to 
early Christian thought, it is particularly worthwhile to reflect on the question of how 
Christianity appeared to the interested onlooker in antiquity: as a religion, or rather 
as a philosophy? secondly, i will focus on the interaction of Christianity with the 
socio-political, philosophical, and religious forces, commenting on its organization, its 
ethics, its criticism of sacrifice and pagan idols, and its disparagement of mere sophistic 
rhetoric. Through this picture, i will portray Christianity as involved in a deep-seated 
rivalry with other religious and philosophical competitors on the market of antiquity. 
Thirdly and finally, i shall further illustrate this competition between Christianity 
and paganism by commenting on the antagonism between the followers of Christ and 
those of one of those other demigods of antiquity, heracles.



geoRge h. van KooTen

4

Christianity, “philosophy,” and “religion”

A note on the historiography of early Christianity

Before stipulating the relation between Christianity on the one hand, and the 
philosophy and religion of the hellenistic-Roman environment on the other, it is 
important to clarify how i understand the Christian movement of the second and 
third centuries (the prime focus of the present volume) vis-à-vis its origins in the first 
century ce. To my mind, it is not fruitful to distinguish too strongly between the first 
century and the following second and third centuries; rather, one should regard these 
centuries as equally part of ante-nicene Christianity. in the course of these three 
centuries, the partings of the ways between Christianity and Judaism gradually became 
visible. at the same time, Christianity was largely regarded as an illicit movement 
until the edict of milan in 313, when Christianity was first allowed religious freedom. 
it makes no sense to regard the Christianity of the first century as still “palestinian,” in 
contrast to the Christianity which became embedded throughout the mediterranean 
world in the second and third centuries. First of all, together with Judea, galilee, the 
homeland of Jesus of nazareth, was a region of the Roman province of syria, and, as 
we know from Josephus, the region itself saw major developments in the first centuries 
bce and ce, when new cities such as Tiberias and sepphoris were founded and were 
also partly inhabited by greeks.2 secondly, it is – for that reason – scarcely surprising 
that “even in galilee” Justus of Tiberias, the son of a first-century-ce Jewish faction 
leader, could entertain a lively interest in socrates and plato, and could be deemed by 
Josephus to be very proficient in greek.3 and thirdly, the gospel of mark emphasizes 
Jesus’ activity among Jewish-galilean settlements in the milieu of the hellenistic 
cities and his journeys from galilee into the gentile territory of the greek decapolis, 
phoenician Tyre and sidon, and Roman Caesarea philippi.4 all these features suggest 
that it would be wrong to regard galilee as an exception to the rule that the ancient 
world had become thoroughly hellenized.5 moreover, already in the 30s and 40s of 
the first century ce, Christian communities existed outside galilee and Judea in syria, 
notably in antioch, the third largest city of the eastern mediterranean. and in the 
50s Christianity spread through other important cities there, with paul founding 
communities in cities such as Thessalonica, Corinth, and ephesus.

This is important to realize, as the myth of a simple first-century Christianity as 
opposed to the hellenized Christianity of the subsequent centuries is still prevalent. 
This seems to be the fruit of ideological historiographies of the nineteenth century, 
such as that of adolf von harnack, according to whom first-century Christianity 
was a moralized version of a simple-minded Judaism.6 it was only in the second 
century, according to von harnack, that Christianity became exposed to the full 
force of hellenism. This led to the emergence of Christian gnosticism, which 
combined hellenistic philosophy with the gnostic conviction that the world 
was the product not of the highest god, but of an ignorant or malevolent creator 
god. in attempting to express their convictions, the Christian gnostics drew on 
hellenistic philosophy, thus causing the first radical hellenization of Christianity. 
The hellenization of Christianity then became complete when the church fathers 
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of the second and third centuries, who saw themselves obliged to refute the gnostic 
movement within Christianity, also drew on hellenistic philosophy in their efforts 
to combat the gnostics effectively. as a result, the simple, highly moral essence of 
the original form of Christianity became contaminated with greek metaphysics. in 
this way, von harnack succeeded in distinguishing an original, “biblical” Christianity 
from the later secular-greek and early catholic encrustations, which were removed 
through the reforming endeavours of augustine and luther, which went back to the 
theology of paul. although the protestant interests of this historiography are clearly 
visible (and though his understanding of paul is highly questionable), von harnack’s 
paradigm has been very influential. even Keith hopkins, in his best-selling A World 
Full of Gods: Pagans, Jews and Christians in the Roman Empire (1999), reinforces this 
interpretation: “gnostics used a transcendental language, which united the thought-
worlds of Judaism, Christianity and pagan neo-platonism. gnostics in the second 
century moved Christianity out of palestine, and out of the restricted world of 
Judaeo-Christian myth, on to a cosmic stage.”7 This is far from the historical truth, 
as first-century Christianity was already firmly embedded in the mediterranean world. 
even Judaism, from which Christianity only gradually parted, was not restricted to 
palestine but dispersed throughout the ancient world, participating in, and inter-
acting with, its culture.8 moreover, palestine, too  – as i already briefly suggested 
with reference to galilee – was firmly part of the hellenistic world.9 as Christianity 
only gradually emancipated itself from Judaism during the first two centuries, mainly 
as a result of its distancing itself from the Jewish revolts against Rome in ce 66–70 
and 132–5, it was in fact largely part of the phenomenon which we call hellenistic 
Judaism. This started with the advent of alexander the great to the ancient near 
east, and constituted a pluriform and yet in many respects coherent movement which, 
in a variety of ways, had to come to terms with the hellenistic movement and, at a 
later stage, Rome, too.10 The exposure of Christianity to hellenism is not an issue 
which only emerged in the second and third centuries, in a secondary development 
of Christianity; rather, hellenism already preceded Christianity, inasmuch as Judaism, 
of which Christianity was part, had already been interacting with hellenism for over 
three centuries.

Christianity is a profoundly Jewish movement of the hellenistic-Roman era. The 
designation “Christianity” is still very rare in the new Testament, and the result of 
the outsiders’ perspective of the Romans.11 moreover, it is early Christianity, and not 
post-ce-70 rabbinical Judaism, which preserved the septuagint, the writings of philo 
of alexandria and Josephus, as well as the so-called Jewish pseudepigrapha.12 and like 
the Judaism of the hellenistic-Roman period, it was in interaction with its graeco-
Roman environment.

For all these reasons, i shall closely link the Christianity of the second and third 
centuries with its manifestation in the first century and regard it as a continuum, 
uninterrupted by a new cultural epoch, rather than viewing it from a harnackian 
perspective of progress, degeneration, and (a need for) reformation. First-century 
Christianity does not enjoy a separate standing as “biblical.” even the decision about 
what should be regarded as the authoritative “new Testament writings” was an organic 
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process which spanned the first centuries: the four gospels and the pauline epistles 
were recognized as authoritative around 150.

“Religion” and “philosophy” in antiquity

The question i shall address now is how, in the first three centuries, Christianity 
presented itself within the graeco-Roman world. Was it a (new) religion, or rather a 
philosophy? This question, awkward as it seems in the ears of those used to the fixed 
form of modern definitions of religion and philosophy, is essential for us to understand 
the way in which early Christian thought was communicated on the religious market 
of antiquity. This market was not just “religious” in the modern sense, but rather 
religio-philosophical. This is also clear when one looks at the ancient understanding 
of “religion,” “superstition,” “philosophy,” and “atheism,” taking care that our inter-
pretation is not influenced by an anachronistic understanding. according to particular 
ancient Jewish, early Christian, and ancient philosophical perspectives, Judaism and 
Christianity are philosophical movements, and pagan religion is regarded as providing 
access to “ancient” wisdom as a source for philosophy.13

This observation is confirmed by lexicographical and conceptual analysis of the 
term “religion” in recent research that questions a modern, anachronistic definition 
of “religion” and “philosophy” when applied to antiquity. Jan Bremmer, for instance, 
asks himself,

What does the term “religion” mean and what does that meaning imply for 
a contemporary study of greek religion? The first part of this question may 
occasion surprise, but the present meaning of religion is the outcome of a 
long process. … in the time of Cicero, lucretius and virgil, religio was not 
equivalent to our notion of “religion” but contained a strong ritualistic aspect 
and was often connected with active worship according to the rules.14

against this background, paul’s definition of Christianity (although he still does not 
use that term) as “a logical [i.e., non-ritualistic] way of worshipping god” (Rom. 
12:1–2), which is characterized by ethical deliberations, is most interesting. Through 
its stress on “logical” worship, Christianity is presented more in terms of a(n) (ethical) 
philosophy, and not as a ritualistic religion. The same holds true for Christ’s view 
in the gospel of John that true worship no longer consists in worshipping god in 
accordance with ancestral samaritan or Jewish custom, in temples either on mt 
gerizim or in Jerusalem: “the true worshippers will worship the Father in spirit and 
truth. … god is spirit, and those who worship him must worship in spirit and truth” 
(John 4:20–24).15 Temple worship, which is of a locative and ritualistic nature, is 
replaced with the worship of god through the rather philosophical medium of spirit 
and truth. as we shall see, this view is manifest in origen’s criticism of the pagan 
philosopher Celsus, who still embraces a locative understanding of religion.

Consequently, we should exercise caution in using the term “religion,” as Bremmer 
reminds us: “the use of the term ‘religion’ for certain greek ideas and practices is 
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an etic term, which reflects the observer’s point of view, not that of the actor: the 
greeks themselves did not yet have a term for ‘religion’.”16 if we apply not an etic 
(general, modern, “objective”) but an emic perspective, describing early Christianity 
in terms of its internal elements and their functioning in the ancient world at large, 
Christianity is not so much a religion, in the graeco-Roman sense of the word, but 
rather a philosophy. This is rightly highlighted by loveday alexander, who follows 
the now classic views on Christianity put forward by arthur darby nock in the 1930s:

To the casual pagan observer the activities of the average synagogue or church 
would look more like the activities of a school than anything else. Teaching 
or preaching, moral exhortation, and the exegesis of canonical texts are 
activities associated in the ancient world with philosophy, not religion.17

These developments substantiate nietzsche’s intuitive view of early Christianity as a 
particular type of graeco-Roman philosophy, as “platonismus für’s Volk.”

at the same time, what is called “ancient philosophy” should not be understood 
to be devoid of religion. Classicists such as david sedley have hinted at the religious 
nature of ancient philosophy. This is shown in the following analysis, which sedley 
puts forward in his work on the allegiance of ancient philosophers to a particular 
founding figure:

in the graeco-Roman world, specially during the hellenistic and Roman 
periods, what gives philosophical movements their cohesion and identity 
is less a disinterested common quest for the truth than a virtually religious 
commitment to the authority of a founder figure.18

philosophy has certain “religious” overtones. The commitment to a particular founder 
figure manifests itself in reverence for his texts:

For the vast majority of thinkers in this period … , the revered text was either 
that of plato, commonly regarded as divine, or of course the old and/or new 
Testament, which were taken to represent, most prominently, the authority 
of moses and st paul, respectively.19

These remarks could be further supported with references to the representation of 
plato as divine. in platonism in antiquity, plato came to be regarded as a divine man 
(vir divinus), and his writings as divine scriptures (scripta divinitus: Cicero, On the 
Orator 1.49, 3.15; Laws 1.15, 2.14, 3.1). such views are matched by similar stories 
about the divine gift of plato’s philosophy (Cicero), legendary and miraculous tales 
about plato’s birth under the protection of apollo (plutarch, apuleius, diogenes 
laertius), and several historiographies that link plato’s philosophy with the ancient 
wisdom of the east, including that of moses (numenius).20

it is highly relevant to note that plato was not accorded high status because he was 
a philosopher, but because his philosophy was considered to confer access to ancient 
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wisdom. This is stressed by michael Frede in his work on the figure of the philosopher 
in antiquity:

one did not primarily think that plato had been such an excellent philos-
opher that he must have known the truth; one thought, rather … that there 
was an ancient wisdom that plato, being the person he was and the excellent 
philosopher he was, had access to. … in the light of this, plato’s writings came 
to have a status rather like scripture.21

The religious features of ancient philosophy are also visible in the way philosophy 
and the religious phenomenon of the oracles were brought together. From the second 
century ce, oracles were regarded as a source of philosophical reflection. one example 
of this is provided by the so-called Chaldean Oracles, which contain doctrines that 
are based upon platonic and pythagorean speculation, cult, and magic.22 another 
example is the oracles of apollo at Claros, which are also of a philosophical nature.23 
Reference to plato’s writings, with the aim of reconstructing the ancient wisdom, and 
philosophical interpretation of the oracles could coexist and reinforce one another. 
as Frede puts it:

one believed that plato’s writings were merely a means toward attaining 
the truth that, once attained, would make reference to plato redundant. 
one could even believe this if, in reconstructing the true philosophy, one 
also relied, for instance, on the Chaldean oracles, which one took to be 
divinely inspired.24

a similar role to that of oracles is played by hymns. They too are both “religious” and 
applied by philosophers to express their philosophical reflections on the gods. This 
practice already existed in the Hymn to Zeus written by the third century bce stoic 
philosopher Cleanthes, and the genre, continued to be used.25 This is clearly related to 
the remarkable phenomenon that important philosophers, such as the first-century-ce 
middle platonist plutarch, were at the same time priests in a particular cult. plutarch 
was a priest of apollo at delphi.

Finally, the religious nature of philosophy is also revealed in the practice of 
converting to philosophy.26 The role of conversion in the lives of ancient philoso-
phers proves very important and also attests to the close resemblance between 
ancient philosophy and Christianity. philostratus, for instance, relates that the 
sophist isaeus “had devoted the period of his early youth to pleasure. … But when 
he attained manhood he so transformed himself as to be thought to have become 
another person,” indicating that “all pleasures are a shadow and a dream.”27 
similar conversion stories are found in dio Chrysostom, lucian, diogenes laertius, 
maximus of Tyre, and galen.28 They also employ the vocabulary of conversion, 
such as the terms epistrophè, conversio, and metanoia. This vocabulary is identical 
with that of Christians, both in the new Testament writings and in authors such as 
Justin martyr.29
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having looked briefly at the philosophical self-portrayal of Christianity, already 
by paul and John, and at religious features of ancient philosophy, we are in a better 
position to appreciate how early Christian thought was contextualized in, and inter-
acted with, the graeco-Roman world. We shall now study this interaction in more 
detail, and differentiate interactions with the socio-political, philosophical, and 
religious forces which Christianity entered into competition with.

Christianity in competition

Christianity’s organization: interaction with the socio-political forces

The blending of “religion” and “philosophy” in Christianity, Judaism, and pagan 
philosophy is facilitated by the sociological structure of the religio-philosophical 
market of antiquity. apart from the state, and the state-controlled civic religion, 
over which the emperor presided as its pontifex maximus, religio-philosophical 
life took place in the so-called “private,” voluntary associations and the philo-
sophical “schools.”30 Judaism, Christianity, and pagan philosophy all find their 
natural habitat in the same types of networks, those of associations and (pseudo-)
schools whose vague boundaries provided ample room for competition, as long as 
public order was maintained. if not, the state did not hesitate to intervene, as the 
frequent expulsions from Rome of Jews, philosophers, and adherents of mystery 
cults illustrate. But outside Rome, too, in the more distant regions of the empire, 
private associations could be suppressed, as the correspondence between Trajan 
and pliny the younger shows. pliny, Trajan’s direct representative in the province 
of Bithynia-pontus (c. ce 110–12), writes to the emperor about an “edict, issued 
on your instructions, which banned all hetaeriae,” i.e. all (political) societies and 
(religious) brotherhoods and fraternities.31 as far as Judaism was concerned, its 
adherents were reminded not only of the need to respect the public order, for 
which the state was responsible, but also, more specially, “not to set at nought 
the beliefs about the gods held by other peoples but to keep their own laws.”32 
This, as we shall see, increasingly caused a problem for Christianity, as it actively 
engaged in criticizing ancestral religious customs, whether Jewish or pagan. The 
more Christianity was distinguished from Judaism, the more it became vulnerable 
as a new association which did not respect existing religious traditions.

an important common denominator between these associations is that, probably 
with the exception of the synagogue, they organized their meetings around a meal, 
followed by a symposium. Jews did not necessarily share a meal in their synagogues 
because of differing views on ritual purity. yet Christians did, and paul’s description 
of the way in which the Christian community in Corinth gathered and celebrated 
the meal of the lord (see 1 Cor. 11:17–34) closely resembles the meal practices of 
the associations.33

The model of the association is certainly very fruitful for understanding early 
Christianity’s social structures, but it has its limitations and needs to be supplemented 
with the model of the philosophical school, which only partly overlaps with that 



geoRge h. van KooTen

10

of the associations. This was already noted by alexander in her exploratory work 
on Christianity as a philosophical school. in this she adduces the remarks by the 
second-century philosopher and physician galen, who explicitly referred to Judaism 
and Christianity as “the schools of moses and Christ.” according to alexander, the 
associations only partly account for the social outlook of Christianity:

in terms of social structure  … , the school has distinct advantages over 
the more familiar models of the household or the association, neither of 
which normally produces literature, or sees itself as part of a worldwide 
movement: there are a number of potentially valuable comparisons to be 
made in this area.34

alexander herself has made a further contribution to this research by showing 
that the way in which authorities are cited in paul’s writings is very similar to 
the use of citations in the hellenistic schools.35 This model of the school is also 
fruitful because, whereas associations often used buildings of their own, neither 
philosophers nor Christians had such buildings. The latter could meet out-of-doors, 
but tended to use houses of wealthy Christians, shops, workshops, hired dining 
rooms, storehouses, or baths for their meetings. The earliest purpose-built churches 
probably date from the third century.36 The pagan philosopher porphyry  (234 to 
c. 305), for instance, writes: “moreover the Christians also imitate the building of 
temples by building the greatest houses in which they gather for prayer, although 
nothing prevents them from doing this in their own houses, since god clearly hears 
from everywhere.”37 This passage shows that although, as porphyry acknowledges, 
Christians had no religious need for specific holy places and could use their own 
houses, they did in fact build special meeting-places in the third century. This is 
confirmed by excavations of churches in dura europos and Qirqbize in Belus, to the 
east of antioch.38

Both models, that of the associations and that of the schools, are applied by second-
century Christians such as Justin martyr and Tertullian. They offer some of the earliest 
reflections about how Christianity was to be socially organized. Justin’s Christianity 
takes the form of a school.39 and Tertullian, despite his much quoted phrase “What 
indeed has athens to do with Jerusalem?,”40 explicitly compares his allegiance to 
Christ with that of the philosophers to pythagoras, socrates, or plato.41 in his Apology, 
however, Tertullian employs the other organizational model, urging his contempo-
raries to grant Christians the rights of an association.42

The self-understanding of Christianity as a philosophical school is not mirrored 
only by galen’s depiction of Christianity as the school of Christ. plotinus, too, in his 
third-century criticism of Christian gnosticism, likewise portrays it not as a religion, 
but a philosophical movement in which plato is misunderstood.43 This is not to 
say, however, that Christianity was a formal, organized, institutionalized school. in 
addition to the formal schools, there were a plethora of other, less formal schools. 
as Tiziano dorandi puts it in his overview of the organization and structure of the 
philosophical schools:
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Beside this kind of organized and institutionalized school (scholai, diatribai), 
there were also groups of people who got together to practise philosophy in an 
apparently less rigidly structured form, which could be defined as a “pseudo-
school” or, better, “philosophical tendency” (agōgai or haereseis).44

apart from the terminology of schools and associations, Christianity, starting 
with paul, also defines itself in what we might call para-political language as “the 
assembly of god,” the ekklèsia tou theou. unfortunately this term is commonly 
mistranslated, in idiosyncratic language only applicable to Christianity, as “the 
church of god.” There is reason to believe, however, that paul, who employs the 
phrase frequently, deliberately paralleled the Christian assembly, “the assembly 
of god,” with the political assembly of the greek cities, most explicitly so in his 
address to the Christian community of Corinth: “To the assembly of god that is in 
Corinth” (1 Cor. 1:2; 2 Cor. 1:1). although “assembly” is the term in the septuagint 
which depicts the Jewish congregation, the phrase “assembly of god” occurs only 
once and does not seem to be the exemplar on which paul modelled his depiction of 
the Christian congregation.45

Rather, as the addresses of the Corinthian correspondence make particularly 
clear, “the assembly of god that is in Corinth” offers an alternative for the political 
assembly of Corinthians. it is, i believe, no mere word play on the double meaning 
of ekklèsia (as the political assembly and as “the Church”) when origen, following 
paul, contrasts the Christian and the political assembly in this way. Rather it is an 
important statement of Christian self-understanding which offers an interesting 
insight into how Christianity defines itself vis-à-vis the political forces of its time. 
according to origen,

everywhere in the world in order that men might be converted and reformed 
he [i.e. god] made the gospel of Jesus to be successful, and caused assem-
blies (“churches”) to exist in political opposition to the assemblies (genesthai 
pantachou ekklèsias antipoliteuomenas ekklèsiais) of superstitious, licentious, 
and unrighteous men. For such is the character of the crowds who every-
where constitute the assemblies of the cities. and the assemblies of God which 
have been taught by Christ, when compared with the assemblies of the people 
where they live, are “as lights in the world.” … The assembly of God, say, at 
athens is meek and quiet, since it desires to please god. But the assembly 
of the Athenians is riotous and in no way comparable to the assembly of God 
there. you may say the same of the assembly of God at Corinth and the assembly 
of the people of the Corinthians, and of the assembly of God, say, at alexandria 
and the assembly of the people of Alexandria. if the man who hears this has an 
open mind, and examines the facts with a desire to find out the truth, he 
will be amazed at the one who both planned and had the power to carry into 
effect the establishment of the assemblies of God in all places, living beside the 
assemblies of the people in each city. and so also, if you compare the council of 
the assembly of God with the council in each city, you may, in the future, find 
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that some council members of the assemblies [of the Church] are worthy, if 
there exists a city of god in the universe, to hold public office in it.

(origen, Against Celsus 3.29–30)46

here, and elsewhere, origen, following paul, draws the full consequences of the view 
that Christianity is an assembly of god, parallel to the political assembly of the greek 
cities of the ancient world.47 in paul’s understanding, Christianity is not an apolitical 
organization but offers a better alternative, although it does certainly not envisage 
the subversion of the existing political authorities: “let every person be subject to the 
governing authorities; for there is no authority except from god, and those authorities 
that exist have been instituted by god” (Rom. 13:1). yet paul’s language is deliberately 
cast in political terminology, thus rendering the “church,” “the assembly of god,” a 
para-political institution; the Christian assembly is deliberately styled as an alternative 
to the normal, political assemblies. This is confirmed by the fact paul also describes 
this assembly in terms of an organic body, in the same way as the state was described 
as a coherent body in graeco-Roman authors (1 Cor. 12:12–27).48 moreover, in line 
with his depiction of the Christian community as “the assembly of god,” paul speaks 
of the citizenship of Christians, not of the earthly cities, but a citizenship which is of 
a heavenly nature. instead of setting their mind on earthly things, Christians possess 
a citizenship which is in heaven (phil. 3:20), and are consequently encouraged to live 
as free citizens of that heavenly government (phil. 1:27). paul’s understanding of the 
Christian assembly and the heavenly citizenship it implies is in fact very similar to 
the stoic notion of the cosmic city. This, too, is expressed in political language, and 
entails the idea that god, the cosmos, and the stoic sages constitute a cosmic city, 
which is distinct from a particular political citizenship.49 it is this notion that origen 
seems playfully to allude to when he refers to the existence of a city of god “in the 
universe.” like the stoics, paul and origen cling to the ideal of dual-citizenship: the 
exercise of citizenship in heaven, accessible through the assemblies of god on earth, 
as well as the concomitant submission to the governing authorities that have been 
instituted by god.

i have one final remark with regard to the way in which early Christians gathered. 
From a fairly early stage, their place of gathering seems to have been oriented towards 
the sun. This seems to be implied already in pliny’s description of their habit of 
meeting “regularly before dawn on a fixed day to chant verses alternately among 
themselves in honour of Christ as if to a god.”50 The orientation to the light is very 
understandable, given the repeated association of Christ with the light in the new 
Testament writings. especially the identification of Christ with “the true light which 
enlightens everyone” (John 1:9) may have given rise to this practice.51

Christianity’s ethical tenor: philosophical ethics and popular myths – interaction 
with philosophical and religious forces

as we have already seen, in paul’s definition of Christianity as “a logical [i.e., 
non-ritualistic] way of worshipping god” (Rom. 12:1–2) which involves firm ethical 
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deliberations, Christianity is presented as a fully ethical philosophy and not as a 
ritualistic religion. This logical worship of god, in which the human mind is renewed, 
enables man to “discern what is the will of god – what is good and acceptable and 
perfect.”52 This strong ethical tenor of the Christian religion is in marked contrast 
with the highly mythologically charged nature of pagan popular cults. as we have 
seen, graeco-Roman religion itself “was not equivalent to our notion of ‘religion’ 
but contained a strong ritualistic aspect.”53 and, as peter Brunt has pointed out 
with regard to the pagan religious cults: “The cults themselves comprised no moral 
teaching.”54 Christianity thus competed with philosophical ethics on the one hand, 
and on the other hand religio-mythological cults which were devoid of ethics. This 
can be illustrated by focusing on an important ethical notion such as philanthropy. 
according to (pseudo-)paul’s letter to Titus, who is at that moment on the island of 
Crete (Titus 1:5), with the birth of Christ mankind was challenged to end the era of 
human disobedience and to be saved, precisely because god’s philanthropy manifested 
itself:

We ourselves were once foolish, disobedient, led astray, slaves to various 
passions and pleasures, passing our days in malice and envy, despicable, hating 
one another. But when the goodness and philanthropy of god our saviour 
appeared, he saved us.

(Titus 3:3–5)

it is no coincidence that paul writes about the manifestation of god’s philanthropy in 
this letter to Crete, as, according to diodorus of sicily, a large number of greek gods 
had their origin in Crete and extended their philanthropy to the Cretans;55 from there 
they set out “to visit many regions of the inhabited world, conferring benefactions 
upon the races of men.”56 in particular, the Cretan cults and myths included the cult 
of Zeus. as B. C. dietrich summarizes:

legend placed his birth in a Cretan cave on mt. ida or dicte (psychro). he 
also died in Crete, and from hellenistic times his tomb was shown on the 
island (diodorus siculus 3.61.2), prompting Callimachus’s outburst that all 
Cretans are liars (Hymn 1.8).57

Callimachus’s criticism shows the tension which arose between philosophy and 
mythology. it seems as though paul deliberately challenges the view that the gods of 
the myths were indeed philanthropic, as their behaviour was rather an incitement to 
foolishness, disobedience, and subjection to passions and pleasures, instead of acting as 
a role-model for philanthropy. paul’s attitude is typical of the way in which Christians 
interacted with the religious forces of that time, and we shall explore this issue further 
in the final section, in which Christ and heracles are compared. Callimachus’s philo-
sophical disapproval of the Cretans’ belief in the death of Zeus also became a topic 
in Christian authors. Christians borrowed arguments from the philosophers to drive a 
wedge between philosophy and mythological religion. The pagan philosopher Celsus, 
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however, became so angered by these Christian polemics that he complained, as 
origen reports, that “we ridicule those who worship Zeus because his tomb is shown in 
Crete, without knowing how and why the Cretans do this.”58 Celsus’s reaction is proof 
not only that Christians did interact with the pagans, but also that this interaction 
was a two-way process.

although Christians would strongly object to the claim of the gods’ philan-
thropy as professed in the myths, they did agree with many of the philosophical 
schools in their views on the philanthropic nature of god. The platonists agreed 
with the stoics that god is philanthropic and beneficent, and they both disagreed 
with the epicureans, according to whom the gods take no heed of this cosmos. 
The platonist philosopher plutarch, for instance, grants that the stoic philos-
opher Chrysippus is right to fight “especially against epicurus and against those 
who do away with providence,” and regards stoics and platonists like himself as 
drawing on the same conception of the gods “in thinking of them as beneficent 
and philanthropic.” like Chrysippus, plutarch criticizes epicurus for believing 
that the gods are not provident and philanthropic.59 plutarch thus clearly sides 
with the stoics against the epicureans, because the former say “that god is 
preconceived and conceived to be not only immortal and blessed but also philan-
thropic.”60 When Christianity entered the ancient world with its own propagation 
of god’s philanthropy, the philosophical forces which it met were rather diverse 
and formed changing allegiances, depending on the topic discussed. even despite 
his basic agreement with the stoics on god’s philanthropy, plutarch complains 
that the stoics’ views were inconsistent and in certain respects as absurd as 
those of the epicureans.61 plutarch criticizes Chrysippus, for instance, because 
the deeds which Chrysippus imputes to god are sometimes harsh, barbarous, and 
“galatian,” although his epithets for god are always fair and philanthropic.62 
plutarch is an ardent proponent of the idea of god’s philanthropy, and strongly 
emphasizes that it is god’s nature to bestow favour and give assistance, and that 
it is not his nature to be angry and do harm.63 This conviction is also found in 
other philosophers.64

among early Christians, the topic of god’s philanthropy was also emphasized 
in the growing internal polemics against the gnostics, who denied the beneficent 
providence and philanthropy of the creator god. in an anti-marcionite chapter of his 
Christ the Educator, Clement of alexandria reminds his readers of

the supreme proof god has given of his philanthropy, in that he has become 
man. … out of the excess of his philanthropy, he has himself experienced the 
sufferings which are common to every man by his nature.

(Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.8.62)

in line with paul’s view, god becoming man is seen as the most radical manifestation 
of his love of man. This radical view on god’s philanthropy is not the only difference 
between Christians and pagan philosophers. despite the similarities mentioned above, 
the graeco-Roman notion of philanthropy retained a very elitist character, which is 
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particularly obvious in two aspects. philanthropy was thought of as primarily practised 
by the king (although, admittedly, the king served as an exemplary model), and it 
was often restricted in its application to the worthy, the good, and the noble, whereas 
Christianity was concerned with the needy and the poor.65

The same radicalism of Christian ethics can be observed in the thorough way the 
notion of assimilation to god was propagated by Christians. The notion arose in 
platonism, where plato’s definition of assimilating to god as “becoming righteous 
and holy, with wisdom” was, from the first century bce on, construed as the goal of 
ethics.66 This platonic definition was so powerful that it was appropriated not only by 
stoics, but also by Jews and Christians. The latter two, however, considerably widened 
access to the process of assimilation to god. Whereas many philosophers restricted 
this access to those involved in the contemplative life, according to Jews such as philo 
of alexandria, and early Christians, one could also pursue assimilation to god in an 
active life in the world, through virtue.67

Both in its extensive reflections on god’s philanthropy and in its thorough 
appropriation of the platonic doctrine of assimilation to god as the model of right-
eousness and holiness, Christianity showed itself radically committed to an ethical 
life. in the brief pagan restoration under emperor Julian (361–3) some decades after 
Constantine’s rule, this was recognized even by the pagan rulership, as Julian’s letter to 
a pagan high-priest in galatia shows.68 Contrasting pagan hellenic religion with that 
of Judaism and Christianity, Julian emphasizes that “it is disgraceful that, when no Jew 
ever has to beg, and the impious galilaeans support not only their own poor but ours as 
well, all men see that our people lack aid from us.”69 To change this, Julian argues that 
homer’s myths contain already clear incitements to philanthropy.

Criticism of pagan sacrifice, idols, and polytheism

Christianity’s propagation of an ethical–logical religion accords well with its criticism 
of ritualistic religion. on the one hand, this concerns its relation to the Jewish temple 
and its cult. on the other hand, and perhaps even more strongly, this criticism also 
relates to the sacrifices of the pagan cults, the idols displayed in these cults, and 
the many gods to which they refer. This is not to say that Christianity’s espousal 
of non-sacrificial and monotheistic religion was without analogy in the graeco-
Roman world. as we know, particular strands of greek philosophy, such as those 
of pythagoras and empedocles, were known for their criticism of animal sacrifices 
(diogenes laertius, sextus empiricus). moreover, plato and platonic philosophers 
such as plutarch and notably porphyry (On Abstinence from Killing Animals) held 
critical views on sacrifices.70 as regards monotheism, it has now come to be recognized 
that this was also a strong trend within pagan philosophy, as athanassiadi and Frede’s 
programmatic collective volume on pagan monotheism (1999) has shown. They argue 
against the misconception “that in the graeco-Roman world … Christianity, in the 
tradition of Jewish monotheism, succeeded in replacing invariably polytheistic systems 
of religious belief with a monotheistic creed.” Rather, “monotheism was increasingly 
widespread by the time of late antiquity” and “the success of Christianity in that world 
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[should be attributed] to its advocacy of a way of seeing things, of thinking and acting, 
which it shared with a growing number of pagans.”71 Christianity was part of a broader 
movement of growing monotheism, which encompassed the mainstream philosophies.

yet, within this general monotheism, differing views were present, and especially 
the relation between monotheism and civic religion was perceived differently in 
Christianity and in paganism. according to the pagan Roman historian of religion, 
varro, religion could be differentiated into three different types: (1) philosophical 
religion, which is monotheistic and without cult images; (2) mythical religion, which 
is reprehensible from a philosophical perspective; and (3) civic religion, which does 
have images and is advocated by the state.72 This brings to light an important diver-
gence between pagan philosophers and Christians. as Brunt has indicated, according 
to pagans such as varro, “‘the natural theology’ of philosophers, even if it might 
present a truer conception of the divine than that commonly entertained, was super-
fluous for the masses. it was therefore to be confined to the schools, not ventilated in 
the forum.”73 This attitude seems to differ greatly from Christian missionary activities, 
which did ventilate such views in public. Christians recognized that their monotheism 
was preceded by plato, but also pointed out his limitations; they referred to the passage 
in plato’s Timaeus (28c) where plato considers it possible to discover the one god, 
the “maker and Father of this universe,” but impossible to instil this monotheistic 
insight into the masses.74 plato’s assertion became much debated between philoso-
phers and Christians, as philo, Josephus, Justin, Celsus, and origen indicate. Jews 
and Christians took plato’s statement and turned it against paganism, in favour of the 
Jewish-Christian “true philosophy” which, they claimed, was embraced by the masses, 
too. again, it was Christianity’s popularizing radicalism which distinguished it from 
ancient philosophy.

The same holds true for Christianity’s identity as a non-sacrificial religion. 
although there were pagan precursors, as has just been indicated, the combination 
of Jewish and greek-philosophical anti-sacrificial traditions in Christianity reinforced 
its criticism to such an unprecedented degree that it is justifiable to label this devel-
opment a revolution.75 already at the beginning of the second century ce, pagans 
complained that the meat of sacrificed animals was not in demand.76 Both vis-à-vis 
Judaism and paganism, Christianity entailed “the end of sacrifice.”77

The early Christians’ disapproval of sacrifice and the polytheistic worship of idols 
went together with a deep sense of developing a universal religion, which was no 
longer dependent on the concepts of holy places and religious customs which differed 
from place to place and were, in this sense, ethnically determined. This is exactly 
the criticism which ancient philosophers such as Celsus levelled against Christianity. 
according to origen’s reply, the pagan cults “are localized in a particular place.”78 
Celsus’s criticism, however, is that Christians pay no heed to such places. according 
to Celsus, at least the Jews “behave like the rest of mankind, because each nation 
follows its traditional customs. … in fact, the practices done by each nation are right 
when they are done in the way that pleases the [divine] overseers; and it is impious 
to abandon the customs which have existed in each locality from the beginning.”79 
origen, however, from his universalistic perspective, questions the view that “because 
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of the overseers that have been allotted to the parts of the earth the practice done by 
each nation is right.”80

according to origen, Celsus’s view would imply that “piety will not be divine by 
nature, but a matter of arbitrary arrangement and opinion”;81 in this way, “piety and 
holiness and righteousness are reckoned to be relative, so that one and the same thing 
is pious and impious under differing conditions and laws.”82 Quite the contrary view 
should be taken, origen asserts:

it is pious to break customs which have existed in each locality from the 
beginning and to adopt better and more divine laws given us by Jesus, as the 
most powerful being, “delivering us from this present evil world” (gal. 1:4), 
and from “the rulers of this world who are coming to nought” (1 Cor. 2:6).

(origen, Against Celsus 5.32)

in this way origen expresses a universal, non-localized Christian view which we 
have already identified in paul’s exhortation to logical worship, and in John’s plea for 
worshipping god, not in specific holy places, but in spirit and truth.83 it is this funda-
mental criticism of ancestral religious customs which causes problems for Christianity, 
as it is not confined to the Christian “school,” but ventilated in the forum. unlike 
Judaism, which was tolerated as long as it did not set “at nought the belief about the 
gods held by other peoples,”84 and which was first and foremost an ethnic religion, 
Christianity spoke out, also outside its meeting places, and offered full membership 
to everybody, regardless of ethnic background, in “the assembly of god.” For this 
reason, Christianity increasingly differentiated itself from Judaism, all the more when 
it declined to participate in the Jewish revolts against Rome in 66–70 and 132–5. 
This abstinence, however, was not appreciated. it was its outspoken public criticism 
of religious customs that placed Christianity under suspicion. The problem for the 
Christians was that their attitude brought them close to an atheistic philosophy. 
Christianity’s non-ritual character and Christians’ refusal to participate in the rites 
of pagan religion led pagans to consider the Christian movement as “atheism.”85 
moreover, the Christians’ attitude differed notably from that of pagan “atheists,”86 
insofar as the latter at least continued to participate in the cults.87 other philosophers, 
too, such as Cicero and Celsus, though they were critical of the cults to some extent, 
had no problem with outward conformity. in this respect, the Christian movement 
differed greatly from the pagan philosophies.

Criticism of Sophistic rhetoric – interaction with the contemporary movement of 
the Second Sophistic

Christianity not only interacted with the socio-political, philosophical, and religious 
forces of the time, but was also confronted with the movement known as the second 
sophistic.88 its ideas revolved around the basic conviction that truth is secondary to 
rhetorical presentation, and that speakers should have the ability to improvise, to 
invent new themes, to impress their audience with their strong bodily presence and, in 
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so doing, to earn praise, honour, and fame. sophists manifest themselves everywhere. 
apart from their declamation and competitions in houses, lecture halls, libraries, 
council-chambers, and theatres, they, as ewen Bowie summarizes, “were influential 
in their cities and even provinces, intervening to check civic disorder or inter-city 
rivalry … , or dispatched as envoys to congratulate emperors on their accession or 
to win or secure privileges for their cities (and often themselves).”89 The philosopher 
plutarch greatly dislikes them. in his view, “public speakers and sophists … are led 
on by repute and ambition … to competition in excess of what is best for them.”90 
plutarch is particularly concerned about the pseudo-learned, sophistic after-dinner 
disputations, “which have as their goal an ostentatious or stirring rivalry.”91 he fears 
discussions that deteriorate “into an unpleasant squabble or a contest in sophistry” 
and into the type of strife going on in the ekklèsia, the political assembly.92 no wonder 
then that this fashionable movement also exerts its influence within the Christian 
assembly and here, too, determines the standards for what is considered to be appro-
priate rhetoric. such a situation occurs in the Christian assembly of Corinth, and it is 
in this context that paul writes to the Corinthians: “Consider your own call, brothers: 
not many of you were wise by common human standards, not many were powerful, not 
many were of noble birth” (1 Cor. 1:26). often these words are taken to point to the 
low-class background of the first Christians. yet, the “wise,” “powerful” and “those of 
noble birth” constitute a typical sophistic audience, so that paul is in fact combating 
the influence of the sophistic movement in the Corinthian Christian assembly.93 his 
criticism of “the wisdom of the world” and his plea for “the wisdom of god” in this 
context (1 Cor. 1–4) do not reflect an anti-philosophical attitude. Rather, this differ-
entiation between two types of wisdom is characteristic of the philosophical criticism 
of the second sophistic, and is also found in philosophers such as dio Chrysostom 
and plutarch.94

paul’s anti-sophistic strategy was recognized and taken up by Christians such as 
Clement of alexandria and origen. The latter counters Celsus’s objection that the 
Christians “want and are able to convince only the foolish, dishonourable and stupid, 
and only slaves, women, and little children.”95 This view, origen suggests, derives from 
a misunderstanding of paul:

it is probably the words written by paul in the first epistle to the Corinthians, 
where he is addressing greeks who prided themselves on greek wisdom, 
which have led some people to imagine that the gospel does not want wise 
men. But let the man who imagines this understand that the passage is an 
attack upon bad men, saying that they are not wise concerning intelligible, 
invisible, and eternal things, but only interest themselves in things of sense, 
and that because they put everything into this last category, they become wise 
men of the world.

(origen, Against Celsus 4.38)96

as henry Chadwick notes, “Celsus shuts his eyes to the fact of a rational Christian 
theology. There is an emotional heat apparent in his dogged insistence on the anti-
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cultural nature of Christianity.”97 Celsus’s underestimation of Christianity can also 
be proven wrong by other pagan reports. in his description of the composition of 
Christianity in the province of Bithynia-pontus at the beginning of the second century, 
pliny remarks that the Christian movement consists of “a great many individuals of every 
age and class (omnis ordinis), both men and women.”98 The least one can say is, as origen 
does, that the higher, intellectual classes are not under-represented in Christianity:

it was inevitable that in the great number of people overcome by the word [of 
god], because there are many more vulgar and illiterate people than those who 
have been trained in rational thinking, the former class should far outnumber 
the more intelligent. But as Celsus did not want to recognize this fact, he thinks 
that the philanthropy shown by the word of god, which even extends to every 
soul from the rising of the sun, is vulgar, and that it is successful only among 
the uneducated because of its vulgarity and utter illiteracy. yet not even Celsus 
asserts that only vulgar people have been converted by the gospel to follow 
the religion of Jesus; for he admits that among them there are some moderate, 
reasonable, and intelligent people who readily interpret allegorically. (origen, 
against Celsus 1.27)

against Celsus’s charge that Christianity is anti-cultural, origen reveals his own 
intention to let “the assembly of Christians” consist of “the cleverer and sharper minds 
because they are able to understand the explanation of problems and of the hidden 
truths set forth in the law, the prophets, and the gospels.”99 Consequently, he attempts 
“to convert philosophers to Christianity.”100 This clearly underlines the competitive 
nature of Christianity, for which there are so many indications.

Christianity’s engagement in cosmological and historiographical debates

Cosmology
although important instances have been given of Christianity engaging in compe-
tition with the socio-political, religious, and philosophical forces, this overview is not 
exhaustive. The field of cosmology, the view on the origins, constitution, and future 
of the cosmos, also provided a setting for early Christians to explore which ancient 
philosophical models were most suitable to elucidate their own views. To give an 
example, edward adams has convincingly shown that the author of 2 peter took fault 
with a static platonic cosmology, which encouraged believers to state: “ever since our 
ancestors died, all things have continued as they were from the beginning of creation” 
(2 pet. 3:4). instead, the author regards a stoic cosmology, which reckons with the 
fiery destruction of the cosmic elements (3:11–13), as far more compatible with his 
Christian world-view.101 This illustrates that from an early stage Christians looked for 
compatible cosmologies which best fitted their own views. To that end they contrasted 
existing graeco-Roman cosmologies. The same issue might underlie a debate within 
the pauline school: the cosmology of the author of the letter to the ephesians is stoic 
in outlook, enabling him to stress the cosmic process; whereas, the cosmology of the 
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author of the letter to the Colossians is more platonizing, in accordance with his wish 
to stress the current coherence and stability of the cosmos, held together in Christ, its 
body tied with bonds.102 in a similar way John, in the opening of his gospel, re-narrates 
the creation account of genesis 1–2. John – like philo of alexandria before him, and 
early Christian authors such as Clement of alexandria after him – understands these 
opening chapters as the account of a double creation: the first being the creation of 
the invisible paradigm (supported by the septuagint translation of genesis 1:2 as “the 
earth was invisible and unformed”), whereas the second is the subsequent creation of the 
visible universe. This platonic understanding becomes apparent when he identifies 
Christ as “the true light” (1:9; cf. plato, Phaedo 109e), which is the source of all visible, 
physical light. This application by John of the platonic notion of the true, intelligible 
light is recognized by Christian authors such as origen and augustine.103

The Christian debate about the cosmos became very intense in the second century 
because of the emergence, within Christianity, of a gnostic dualism which viewed the 
cosmos as essentially evil and the product of an inferior malevolent or ignorant creator-
god. it is this cosmological dualism that dominates the Christian agenda from the 
mid-second century onwards. The first signs of this debate within the new Testament 
writings are the assertion in 1 Timothy 4:4 that “everything created by god is good, and 
nothing is to be rejected, provided it is received with thanksgiving,” and the emphatic 
stress in both 1 Timothy 3:16 and 1 John 4:2 that Jesus Christ has appeared “in the 
flesh.”104 The challenge which gnosticism posed to both early Christianity and pagan 
philosophy was in many senses new. as Jaap mansfeld has argued, despite some limited 
greek antecedents of the gnostic position, this radical dualism – which holds that the 
world is not good, because there is an evil creator-god – is unprecedented, and “filled 
a lacuna in the grid of possible options” in greek cosmology. according to mansfeld,

the original gnostic dualistic impulse cannot be fully derived from greek 
antecedents, although, to a certain extent, it may perhaps be explained as a critical 
response to greek ideas. … enough resemblances of a partial nature, however, 
can be indicated to make the fact that the gnostic religion was capable of flour-
ishing in a graeco-Roman environment somewhat more understandable.105

For this reason both (orthodox) Christianity and pagan philosophy were obliged to 
deal in extenso with the emerging gnostic cosmology.

one of plotinus’s main objections against the gnostics’ radical rejection of the 
visible cosmos and its complete segregation from the supreme god is his concern that 
they effectively deny the relation between the supreme god’s providence and this 
world, so that there is no reason to develop an ethics which relates to this world: “this 
doctrine censures the lord of providence and providence itself still more crudely [than 
the epicurean belief that the gods take no thought for this cosmos], and despises all 
the laws of this world.”106 plotinus’s charge of immorality against the gnostics is partly 
correct, as their dualistic doctrine was indeed not only compatible with the extreme 
of asceticism, at one end of the spectrum, but also with that of antisocial and self-
destructive antinomianism, at the other.107 it is important to note that the church’s 
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polemics against gnosticism were not a matter of the repression of a minority by an 
institution but, as plotinus’s attack on the gnostics shows, rather an engagement with 
a competing position within the process of the formation of a school. plotinus views 
gnosticism as a distorted form of platonism.108

Historiography
apart from these competing cosmological views, and the debate as to which of them is 
compatible with Christianity as a whole, i shall briefly mention another important area 
of competition between Christians and pagans, the field of historiography. already Jews 
such as Josephus felt the need to reply to particular pagan claims, made by apion and 
others, that Judaism was irrelevant and lacked a distinguished history. in his Against 
Apion, Josephus drew an alternative history, in which the standing of “barbarian” 
history, and especially the Jewish type, was defended and portrayed as superior to greek 
history.109 apion’s anti-semitic historiography, however, was by no means the rule 
among greeks, as there were also positive greek views on the figure of moses.110 and 
the greek philosopher numenius accorded the Jews, and moses in particular, pride of 
place in the quest for ancient wisdom, the retrieval of which was regarded the objective 
of ancient philosophy; plato is none other but moses talking attic.111

it is this kind of historiographical competition which continues to exist between 
early Christians and pagans. Celsus, for instance, exhibits the same critical view of 
Judaism and its breakaway-movement Christianity. although Celsus states that “there 
is an ancient doctrine which has existed from the beginning, which has always been 
maintained by the wisest nations and cities and wise men,” he deliberately omits the 
Jews.112 he does so, origen replies, by deviating from the position of numenius and 
others.113 in order to counterbalance Celsus’s views, origen gives multiple examples 
in which “the antiquity of moses” is clearly contrasted with that of the greeks.114 
The latter are regarded as being dependent on moses for several of their views, which 
they, however, have often misunderstood. in fact, origen purports, “moses was more 
ancient than homer” and “is proved to have lived long before the Trojan war.”115 
Because “moses and the prophets  … are not only earlier than plato but also than 
homer and the discovery of writing among the greeks,” it is impossible that they – 
moses and the prophets – “misunderstood plato,” as Celsus had suggested. “how could 
they have heard a man who had not yet been born?” origen counters.116 This type of 
historiography is widespread among early Christian authors and is also found in, for 
instance, Justin, Tatian, and Clement of alexandria.117

Christianity’s competitive nature

all the examples given in this paper provide sufficient proof for the highly compet-
itive, enquiring nature of early Christianity. its language and ideas were fully inscribed 
in the greek discourse, even if, through this competition, Christians developed a 
critical stance against particular greek views. For this reason i have reservations about 
the modern term “Christian apologists,” which is applied to Christian authors who 
engaged fully in debate with their contemporaries. as Wolfram Kinzig notes, “The 
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modern collective term appears to go back to F. morel (Corpus Apologetarum, 1615) 
and p. maran (1742; cf. Patrologiae Cursus, series Graeca 6).”118 But the term carries the 
connotation of defensiveness, as if this mode of thinking merely applies an apologetic 
veneer, like an additional coating, onto an underlying Christian faith.119 The implied 
suggestion seems to be that this way of reasoning is only a secondary translation of 
a religious belief into philosophical categories, often brought together in an eclectic 
way, as long as these categories suit the Christian belief. The term is then applied first 
and foremost to those who defended Christianity against contemporary pagan attacks: 
Quadratus, aristides, Justin martyr, Tatian, melito, athenagoras, and Theophilus of 
antioch, on the greek side; minucius Felix and Tertullian, on the latin side. and, as 
Kinzig indicates, in a wider sense also to “later writers such as hermias, the author of 
the epistle to diognetus, Clement of alexandria, ps-Justin, Commodianus, arnobius, 
lactantius, and Firmicus maternus.”120

To be sure, there are writings which are clearly meant to respond to particular 
charges and are in that sense defensive. one could refer, for instance, to the chief 
representatives of the genre “against the nations”: Tertullian, minucius Felix, 
arnobius, and his pupil lactantius. The latter’s work, entitled The Divine Institutes, 
was completed in the year of the edict of milan (ce 313), the end of Constantine’s 
pagan, pre-Christian era.121 yet the label, “Christian apologists,” suggests that their 
reasoning was not an authentic expression of an integral Christian world-view, as if it 
was only applied to render Christianity acceptable to the elite. i agree with Chadwick 
that apologists such as Justin

must be asserted to have some measure of genuinely independent status as a 
thinker. it is a naïve mistake to suppose that because the diffused philosophy 
of his time was eclectic … , Justin is merely reflecting this popular synthesis. … 
precisely what one means by the misty term “eclecticism” it is never very easy 
to say. There is no philosophy that does not draw together elements from 
diverse sources.122

as John dillon has pointed out, the term eclecticism  – defined as “an approach to 
philosophy which consists in the selection and amalgamation of elements of different 
systems of thought”  – “has been much misused in relation to ancient philosophy, 
however, little account being taken of the historical perspectives of the individuals 
concerned.”123 This despite the fact that “all these men considered themselves faithful 
adherents of one school or another, and as merely utilizing formulations developed in 
another school for the elucidation of their own positions.”124 similarly, with regard to 
origen, Chadwick reminds us that the “penetration of his thought by platonism is no 
merely external veneer of apologetic. platonic ways of thinking about god and the soul 
are necessary to him if he is to give an intelligible account of his Christian beliefs.”125

it would be better then to drop the term “Christian apologists” altogether and to 
recognize that in the graeco-Roman period, Christianity profiled itself as a competitor 
on the religio-philosophical market, confident of being able to show its distinct added 
value.126 That the nature of this market was highly competitive may be clear from 
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the descriptions above, but also comes to the fore particularly vividly in the second-
century belletrist lucian’s portrayal of the daily competition between philosophers, 
pseudo-philosophers, Christians, and religious entrepreneurs. lucian operated in 
the context of the second sophistic, and earned his living as an itinerant lecturer 
on literary and philosophical themes.127 in his eighty works, he shows himself to 
be a lively and important commentator on his cultural and religious environment. 
he reveals that Christianity was perceived by pagans as a competitor. according to 
lucian, for example, Christ himself was a sophist (if a crucified, unsuccessful one) and 
he mentions that peregrinus, a philosophical convert to Christianity for some period 
of his life, is styled by the Christians “the new socrates.”128 at the same time, lucian 
puts this into the general picture of a competition which is ongoing in the public 
domain. peregrinus, for instance, converts again to Cynic philosophy, and becomes an 
adherent of heracles. his biography shows how pagans could switch their allegiance 
from Christ to heracles; both demigods, as we shall see in the last section below, 
attracted much attention.

lucian’s detailed depictions of relations between religious and philosophical 
movements make his work an invaluable source for studying the daily life of Christians 
within antiquity. lucian also likens Christians to atheists and epicureans because of 
their refusal to participate in the cults. in Alexander the False Prophet, for instance, he 
portrays the polemical stance of this charlatan against atheists, regardless of whether 
they were Christians or epicurean philosophers:

When at last many sensible men, recovering, as it were, from profound 
intoxication, combined against alexander, especially all the followers of 
epicurus … , he issued a promulgation designed to scare them, saying that 
pontus was full of atheists and Christians who had the hardihood to utter 
the vilest abuse of him.

(lucian, Alexander the False Prophet 25)

This gives a very vivid picture of how Christians could be conceived of as atheist 
philosophers. When alexander established a mystery cult, according to lucian, 
“on the first day … , there was a proclamation, worded as follows: ‘if any atheist or 
Christian or epicurean has come to spy upon the rites, let him be off’.”129

lucian himself is reported to have converted to epicurean philosophy. This raises 
interesting points. on the one hand, lucian is very critical about Christians.130 on 
the other hand, he shows no hesitation in linking Christians with epicureans, to 
whom he himself belonged, and he indicates that both were equally resented by a 
religious entrepreneur such as alexander the False prophet. also, even if critical 
about Christians, he still treats them as counterfeit Cynics.131 in other words, even in 
portraying them as pseudo-Cynics, lucian still depicts them in philosophical terms. 
lucian’s works, thus, provide a deep insight into the dialectics that operate between 
competing religio-philosophical groups in antiquity.

in the present introduction to second- and third-century Christian thought, it is 
important to emphasize that this full and successful engagement of Christianity in 
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the daily competition on the religio-philosophical market, reinforced by the deep 
impact made by the Christian martyrs, seems to have led to the gradual growth of 
Christianity, up to an estimated 10 per cent of the population of the Roman empire 
around ce 300, at the end of the period before Constantine the great.132 Christianity 
was clearly already on the rise before Constantine. his conversion was probably not 
so much the cause – as the traditional perspective on Constantine would have it – but 
rather the result of the growth of Christianity.133 such is the view of ancient historians 
who represent the new perspective on Constantine, such as Tim Barnes, Robin lane 
Fox, and the late Keith hopkins.134

This all seems to confirm the validity of the economics-of-religion approach, as 
undertaken by the sociologist Rodney stark. his theoretical views are also applicable 
to antiquity and the rise of Christianity in the first three centuries. stark defines a 
religious economy in terms of a “market” (the adherents), “firms” (the organizations 
which seek to attract adherents), and the “products” of religious culture they offer. 
The basic principle of his theory is that “competition among religious organizations in 
any society stimulates effort, thus increasing the overall level of religious commitment 
and causing the demise of faiths lacking sufficient market appeal.”135

Before i briefly summarize what we have seen in terms of this economics of religion 
theory, i wish to point out that the perspective of competition is not just an outsider’s 
view, but that some “insiders,” who lived in antiquity, were also aware of the usefulness 
of such a perspective for understanding what was going on. in the period immediately 
after Constantine, the pagan philosopher Themistius, political adviser and spokesman 
of several Christian emperors in the east, argued “that it was appropriate to encourage 
healthy competition between people of different religious persuasions, to avoid falling 
into indolence and lethargy,”136 so that all men should compete in virtue.137 The 
importance of the concept of competition in religio-philosophical matters is thus fully 
justified, both from a modern theoretical outsider’s perspective and from a contem-
porary insider’s perspective.

it does indeed seem to be the case that “competition among religious organizations 
in any society stimulates effort,” and that this applies equally to antiquity. as a result, 
“the overall level of religious commitment [increased] and caus[ed] the demise of 
faiths lacking sufficient market appeal.” as we have seen, from the outset Christianity 
became engrained in the networks of antiquity because its social appearance matched 
the organizational form in which the religio-philosophical market was organized: 
the form of voluntary organizations, distinguished from the state, and of the philo-
sophical schools. The added competitive value of early Christianity on the market was 
its radical monotheism, its anti-sacrificial nature, its universalism and concomitant 
criticism of localized religion, and its development of an ethical religion. Whereas 
ethics was mainly an issue for philosophers, and cults involved no moral teaching, 
Christianity offered the ancient world a logical, non-ritualistic, ethical religion.138 
This ethical nature of Christianity seems to be linked with its founder and the way 
he was understood, as i shall argue in the final section. as we shall see, despite 
heavy philosophical “upgrading,” the mythological figure of heracles remained too 
ambiguous to prove a successful competitor against Christ.



ChRisTianiT y in The gR aeCo-Roman WoRld

25

The competition between Christ and Heracles

Christianity’s role as a competitor on the religio-philosophical market of the first 
three centuries can be nicely illustrated by the rivalry between Christ and heracles. 
i shall first briefly narrate the myth of heracles’ life in the version which the second-
century-ce author, pseudo-apollodorus, gives in his Library.139 heracles is born as 
a demigod because Zeus, after deceiving heracles’ human mother by assuming the 
likeness of her husband, fathers heracles. The goddess hera, Zeus’s wife, desires 
the destruction of Zeus’s bastard son. she drives heracles mad so that he kills his 
children, whom he had by megara. heracles condemns himself to exile, and on his 
request receives from the oracle at delphi the order “to dwell in Tiryns, serving 
eurystheus for twelve years and to perform the ten labours imposed on him, and 
so, she said, when the tasks were accomplished, he would be immortal.”140 and so 
eurystheus sets heracles impossible tasks, such as bringing the skin of the nemean 
lion, an invincible beast, killing the lernaean hydra, a nine-headed water snake, 
and carrying out the dung of the cattle of augeas in a single day. heracles, however, 
fulfils them all. his labours bring him over the whole world, and on the Caucasus 
he frees prometheus, after shooting the eagle that daily devoured his liver, which 
was renewed each night. after the successful completion of his labours, heracles 
does indeed become immortal when he is accidentally killed by his wife deianira, 
who smears his tunic with poison which she believes to be a love-potion, but which 
corrodes heracles’ skin. Tortured by the poisoned robe, heracles proceeds to mount 
oeta, constructs a pyre and has it kindled: “While the pyre was burning, it is said that 
a cloud passed under heracles and with a peal of thunder wafted him up to heaven. 
Thereafter he obtained immortality.”141

during the centuries the heracles myth was appropriated by greek and Roman 
philosophers, who interpreted it in an allegorical, philosophical way. plato, in the 
Euthydemus, his educational manifesto, already understands heracles in such a way, 
and portrays him as the one who defeats each of the heads of the hydra, “that female 
sophist who was so clever that she sent forth many heads of debate in place of each 
one that was cut off.”142 This portrayal of heracles as a philosopher who engages in 
battle with the sophists also occurs in the greek orator and popular philosopher, dio 
Chrysostom (ce c. 40/50 to after 110), who puts a eulogy to heracles in the mouth of 
the fourth-century-bce Cynic philosopher, diogenes. The latter is said to remind the 
visitors to the isthmian games of the far more impressive moral endeavours of heracles, 
the true athlete, who completed his labours in sorry circumstances, unnoticed by 
the masses.143 as a true philosopher, heracles turns against the deception of public 
opinion by freeing prometheus from its ruinous effects: “and prometheus, whom i 
take to have been a sort of sophist, he [i.e. heracles] found being destroyed by popular 
opinion; for his liver swelled and grew whenever he was praised and shrivelled again 
when he was censured. so he took pity on him.”144 heracles himself is pictured as 
very concerned not to appeal to public opinion, but to combat it: “to avoid creating 
the opinion that he did only impressive and mighty deeds, he went and removed and 
cleaned away the dung in the augean stable, that immense accumulation of many 
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years. For he considered that he ought to fight stubbornly and war against opinion as 
much as against wild beasts and wicked men.”145

This positive, philosophical image of heracles is shared by many Cynic and stoic 
philosophers. Cynics regard heracles as “an interpreter of truth and free speech.”146 
and stoics such as Cicero, seneca, and epictetus emphasize the deeds which heracles 
performed “pro salute gentium,” for the salvation and well-being of humankind,147 
and exhort people to follow his example.148 unlike alexander the great, according 
to seneca, heracles “conquered nothing for himself; he traversed the world, not in 
coveting, but in deciding what to conquer, a foe of the wicked, a defender of the good, 
a peacemaker on land and sea.”149 Characteristic of him, in epictetus’s view, is his 
obeisance to god’s will:

how many acquaintances and friends did he have with him as he went up and 
down through the whole word? nay, he had no dearer friend than god. That is 
why he was believed to be a son of god, and was. it was therefore in obedience 
to his will that he went about clearing away wickedness and lawlessness.

(epictetus, Discourses 2.16.44–45)150

it is exactly this point, the extreme perseverance in fulfilling god’s will and the 
accomplishment of deeply moral deeds, that provides a point of comparison between 
heracles and Christ. according to david aune, already within the new Testament 
writings Christian authors show themselves to be aware of this parallel, and the author 
of the letter to the hebrews seems to be drawing on this philosophical interpretation 
of the heracles myth when he emphasizes with regard to Christ that, “although he 
was a son [of god], he learned obedience through what he suffered” (hebrews 5:8). 
as aune concludes, “the similarities between heracles imagery and the Christology 
of hebrews … suggest that many of the important and vital functions attributed to 
heracles as a hellenistic saviour figure were understood by some early Christians as 
applicable to Jesus to an even greater extent than they were to heracles.”151

This competition between Christ and heracles was also noticed on the pagan side. 
Celsus, in his writing against the Christians, puts forward the irritated, and somewhat 
desperate question of why Christians are not satisfied with heracles. it would have 
been better, Celsus tells the Christians, “to have addressed your attentions to some 
other man among those who have died noble deaths and are sufficiently distinguished 
to have a myth about them like the gods,” and then holds up heracles as an example.152

Celsus’s question as to why heracles is no successful alternative to Christ can probably 
best be answered by reference to the ambiguous portrayal of heracles, despite the 
philosophers’ attempts to interpret his myth in a philosophical manner. it is no 
surprise when origen answers Celsus by pointing to negative features in these myths:

since he [i.e. Celsus] refers to heracles, let him show us records of his 
teaching, and give an explanation of his undignified slavery with omphale. 
let him show whether a man was worthy of divine honour who took the ox 
of a farmer by force like a thief, and feasted on it, delighting in the curses 
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which the farmer swore at him while he was eating, so that even to this day 
the daemon of heracles is said to receive the sacrifice with certain curses.

(origen, Against Celsus 7.54)

not only the Christians, but also the pagan mythographers, the poets and comedians,153 
and, despite pagan philosophers’ idealization of him, they too were aware of the darker 
side of heracles,154 for instance when he impulsively killed the three sons of eurystheus 
because he himself received a smaller portion at dinner. The troubling ambiguity of 
heracles becomes clear when athenaeus, having narrated this last incident, remarks: 
“Well, then, we have no such temper ourselves, though we are emulators of heracles 
in all things.”155 sometimes the philosophers make an unconvincing attempt at 
defending heracles’ behaviour. epictetus, for instance, commenting on the trail of 
children engendered by heracles during his travels around the world, says:

he was even in the habit of marrying when he saw fit, and begetting children, 
and deserting his children, without either groaning or yearning for them, or as 
though leaving them to be orphans. it was because he knew that no human 
being is an orphan, but all men have ever and constantly the Father, who 
cares for them.

(epictetus, Discourses 3.24.14–16)

it is this ambiguity of heracles’ character to which early Christians call attention in 
their competition with the pagans. on the one hand, many Christians, such as Justin 
martyr, Theophilus of antioch, Clement of alexandria, and origen, are not blind to 
heracles’ bright side and are willing to acknowledge the similarities between him and 
Christ.156 on the other hand, however, they emphasize his dark side. some of them, 
such as athenagoras and Tertullian, also referred explicitly to negative pagan views 
on heracles in support of their own criticism.157 others compared his positive and 
negative features.158

it is noteworthy that among these fierce critics of heracles there are also a number 
of pagan intellectuals who converted to Christianity. Justin, for instance, accused 
heracles of merely mimicking the truth.159 Clement of alexandria, too, criticizes the 
figure of heracles, points out his unethical behaviour, and concludes, in allusion to 
homer: “it is not, then, without reason that the poets call him a cruel wretch and 
a nefarious scoundrel.”160 a similar opponent of heracles is arnobius of sicca, a 
teacher of rhetoric who suddenly converted to Christianity at the end of the third 
century, and within a few years, wrote his Against the Heathen at the request of his 
bishop.161 his pupil lactantius, too, is very critical of heracles. lactantius lost his 
position as a teacher of rhetoric in nicomedia when he converted to Christianity, 
and after diocletian’s persecution of the Christians in 303 he composed, among other 
writings, the Divine Institutes (303–13). This work was framed as a reply to attacks on 
Christianity by the neo-platonist philosopher sossianus hierocles, who was a major 
inspiration behind the persecution and the author of an anti-Christian disputation.162 
The heat of this confrontation is mirrored in lactantius’s attitude towards heracles in 
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his Divine Institutes, when he makes the following observation: “heracles is renowned 
for his virtues; he is seen as a sort of africanus [the conqueror of hannibal] among the 
gods. yet his rapes and adulteries and other sexual exploits fouled the very earth that 
his travels are said to have cleansed.”163

in these passages by pagan converts to Christianity, the fierce competition between 
Christ and heracles is evident. The widespread coverage of this topic in early 
Christian literature is also noteworthy. gradually heracles lost ground. as marcel 
simon puts it,

here again we hit upon the drama of late paganism.  … The inability of 
heracles … to hold the first rank for any length of time simply reflects the 
inability of the old religion which  – still partly caught in the paralysing 
trammels of polytheism – cannot reorganise and rejuvenate itself around a 
central figure. … after having in some sort opened the way to Christianity 
by lending it a vocabulary and some concepts to define itself, paganism was 
reduced to a pale copy of the rival cult.164

or as Karl galinsky phrases it, heracles “became paganism’s last, desperate choice to 
head off the appeal of Christianity.”165

it seems that what was decisive for heracles’ defeat was the fact that his moral 
image was too ambiguous to allow for an ethics to be based on him. myths, as 
Christian authors let their pagan public know, are not simply an innocent pastime 
for the authors who write about them, but have an impact on society. Tertullian gives 
an ironic description of the religious flavour of the gladiatorial games in the amphi-
theatres, where criminals are forced to re-enact the myths and identify with the gods, 
including heracles:

you are, of course, possessed of a more religious spirit in the show of your 
gladiators, when your gods dance, with equal zest, over the spilling of 
human blood, (and) over those filthy penalties which are at once their 
proof and plot for executing your criminals, or else (when) your criminals 
are punished personating the gods themselves. … a wretch burnt alive has 
personated heracles.

(Tertullian, To the Heathen 1.10)

Kathleen Coleman has shown how these “fatal charades” were particularly popular in 
the first and second centuries ce.166 similarly, according to lactantius, the widespread 
popularity of the myths of heracles and others, in the plays in the theatre and in 
popular songs, is bad for morals:

how will they curb their sex-drive when they venerate Jupiter, heracles, 
Bacchus, apollo and all those others whose rapes and adulteries against men 
and women are not just known to scholars but are acted out in theatres and 
put into songs, so that everybody knows them all the better? how can they 
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possibly be just people amid all this? even if they were born good, they would 
be brought up to injustice, precisely by those gods. To please the god you 
worship you need what you know makes him happy and joyful. Thus it is that 
a god shapes the life of his worshippers after the nature of his own spirit; the 
most devoted worship that exists is imitation.

(lactantius, The Divine Institutes 5.10)

The above case-study on heracles touches on the general link between the myths 
and lack of morals. This relation was also suggested by pagan authors. philostratus, 
for instance, puts the following words in the mouth of agathion, the purer lookalike 
of heracles: “the wise greeks were doing an immoral thing when they listened with 
delight to the criminal deeds of the houses of pelops and labdacus; for when myths are 
not discredited they may be the counsellors of evil deeds.”167 in a similar mode lucian 
describes the wish of menippus to descend into hades to find out the right way to live, 
because he is perplexed that the myths of his boyhood appear to be contradicted by 
the laws which he is expected to uphold as an adult:

While i was a boy, when i read in homer and hesiod about wars and quarrels, 
not only of the demigods but of the gods themselves, and besides about their 
amours and assaults and abductions … , i thought that all these things were 
right, and i felt an uncommon impulsion toward them. But when i came 
of age, i found that the law contradicted the poets and forbade adultery, 
quarrelling, and theft.

(lucian, Menippus 3)

or, as lucian puts it in a different writing: “The general herd, whom philosophers 
call the laity, trust homer and hesiod and the other mythmakers in these matters, 
and take their poetry for a law unto themselves.”168 it is this rift between the philoso-
phers and the laity which Christians claimed to bridge. They fully engaged with the 
philosophical and religious forces of their time on the religio-philosophical market of 
antiquity. The secret of their added competitive value was the unambiguous trustwor-
thiness and moral character of Christ.
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and philosophy
Mark J. Edwards

For a century and a half at least, it has generally been assumed, by its defenders and 
by its detractors alike, that ecclesiastical thought in the age that separates paul from 
Constantine was not a mere blossoming of the primitive gospel but a kind of oleaster, 
the result of a studious grafting of mundane philosophies on to the biblical stem. 
There are those who maintain that it had to be so, that god could not have spoken 
to every people through the words of Christ had he not prepared them already by 
communicating truth to them in their own idiom; others protest that paul denounces 
the wisdom of this work, that Christ was avowedly the bearer of a new commandment, 
that his advent was anticipated only in the preaching of the hebrew prophets, and 
even they were misunderstood by those who had only nature’s ears to hear them. on 
either view, philosophy is an importation into Christian teaching, and, because it is 
widely held that the philosopher in the Roman world was not a man who thought for 
himself but the mouthpiece of a dead master, it has been natural to assume that the 
Christian too would not devise his own philosophy, but would attach himself to the 
creed already promulgated by an established school. Thus an author will be classified 
as a platonist or a stoic if he airs a doctrine that reminds the modern critic of those 
sects, and all the more so if his own citations lead us to his source. The author adduced 
most frequently, and with the least reproach, in Christian texts is plato; platonism, 
therefore, is supposed to have been the dominant philosophy of the church fathers, 
and the reason for this is commonly said to be not so much that they chose to make 
it so as that its influence in the world from which they received their education was 
irresistible. The adoption of philosophy, then, is presented at best as a wise passivity 
to circumstance, which cajoled the intelligence and dispelled the enmity of pagans, 
while enabling the Christian neophyte to eke out the teachings of the infant church 
with answers to questions that the apostles and Jesus never thought to ask.

yet if accommodation had been the aim of the first apologists, they ought to 
have done anything sooner than take up philosophy. The philosopher was one who 
abstained from sacrifice, who baited the pride of tyrants, who denied himself the ties 
of matrimony and procreation, and who taught the young to disobey their parents 
(plato, Meno 91c–92c). in return the world mocked his isolation, his moroseness, his 
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ostentatious ineptitude in worldly matters: even if he were not cruising the air in a 
basket or hurling himself into a volcano, we have it on plato’s authority that a philos-
opher is a hermit abroad, who knows the heavens better than his own street.1 The 
philosopher, then as now, was a marginal figure, and for this reason alone, we could 
never speak of platonism, or any of its rivals, as a dominant philosophy, as we might 
speak of the dominance of islam or marxism in a modern culture. Christian apolo-
getic, which is polemical or hortatory more often than it is defensive, was designed 
not so much to illustrate the conformity of the church to the world as to justify its 
defiance; the virtue of the philosophers, in Christian eyes, was that at their best they 
had set an example of overt defiance which was tolerated not so much despite, but 
because of, its intractability. The nonconformity of the philosopher, like that of the 
Jew, was acceptable to the government because it was not a solvent to the conformity 
of others; if Christianity too could take its place among the philosophies (as Judaism 
had already done), it would be possible for the believer to proclaim his faith without 
dilution and without dying for it. To accredit this claim, the Christian had not only 
to don a cloak and differ conspicuously from the ambient population; he had also to 
show that his creed possessed its own axioms, which differed from those of any other 
school, and that these axioms, together with a cogent system of glosses and deduc-
tions, had passed down from one generation of authorized teachers to another. The 
same principle which led pagans of this epoch to set up half-fictitious dynasties for 
the transmission of ideas led Jews to manufacture equally fictitious chains of rabbinic 
tradition and churchmen to construct invidious pedigrees for heretics; but it made 
it equally necessary for churchmen to advertise their own genealogies, to be able 
to say “i had it from a presbyter, who had it from an apostle, who was with Christ.” 
against the cults of the ancient world, but in common with the philosophical schools, 
both Jew and Christian held religious tenets that determined all belief and conduct, 
proving themselves philosophers by the singleness of aim in life and fortitude in death; 
but Christians also urged, in contrast to both, that their immutable doctrines were 
founded upon the teachings of a single man, who was literally infallible because he 
was identical with the word of god himself, and that this word in turn was identical 
with the written text or group of texts that the church had adopted as its norm of faith.

in the following discussion, we must remember that this subordination of every 
human word to the word of god was a notorious trait of Christian thought, and one 
that pagan philosophers adduced as a proof that Christians were not of their fraternity. 
We must remember again that the purpose of representing Christianity as a philosophy 
was partly to justify martyrdom and partly to forestall it, so that pagan controver-
sialists seemed all the more culpable in Christian eyes when instead of applauding 
the martyrs they colluded with their murderers and supinely conformed to religious 
practices which they openly derided in books and lectures. Finally we must remember 
that, both in commending the philosophers and in denouncing them, a Christian was 
apt to assume that every sect was answerable only to its founder, and hence to ascribe 
a changeless uniformity to its teachings. The failure of the apologists to notice the 
philosophers of their own time is partly a symptom of that antiquarianism which is 
characteristic of all greek writing of the Roman era; at the same time, it indicates that 
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the marriage of the gospel to philosophy was palatable only when the pagan school 
had come to be perceived as a kind of church.

The majority of those who knew what an ancient philosopher said will not have 
read him, in the Roman world or in ours. The aims of the present study require us 
to ascertain not what any distinguished thinker of antiquity may have said, but what 
his name represented to cultivated minds in (what we now call) the second century. 
such knowledge will have been derived in the first place from compendia – like those 
ascribed to aetius, galen, and plutarch  – which proceeded topic by topic, briefly 
adumbrating the doctrines of the principal schools in series under each head, or from 
a biographical digest such as the Lives of the Philosophers by diogenes laertius, in 
which lesser names are appended in temporal sequence to that of the real or putative 
founder of the school, and the account of the latter includes a systematic inventory 
of his leading doctrines. as in our time, such manuals governed the common under-
standing of a thinker even in readers who had made their own perusal of his writings. 
it has been maintained that the frequency with which the same quotations recur in 
Christian authors betokens the use of a different resource, a florilegium of pagan testi-
monies to the gospel.2 no such collection is known, however, and a survey of modern 
books on ancient philosophy will show that an informal florilegium tends to evolve 
within the scholarly tradition, merely because the repeated canvassing of the same 
difficulties sends one commentator after another to the same small quorum of texts. in 
addition to the handbook and the conjectural florilegium, we may be sure of another 
influence which would modify even an independent reading of the authorities – the 
consensus of a dead philosopher’s latter-day interpreters, which we know only from 
desultory citations, though in the intellectual atmosphere of those times it was the 
oxygen of all study and debate.

Platonism

The majority of plato’s works are too playful or gladiatorial in form, too abrupt or 
tentative in their results, to be kneaded without duress into a coherent system. 
nevertheless, the conventions of doxography, or history of opinions, in antiquity, 
demanded that every philosopher should build with purpose upon a few fixed 
principles, and, since the Timaeus was much the most celebrated of his dialogues, 
his system was conceived as a cosmology whose principles were god, the ideas, and 
matter. The term “god” denotes the demiurge, or father and maker of all, whose 
superabounding goodness prompted him to frame the earth and the spheres that circle 
it in imperishable harmony, to entrust the orchestration of these motions to a benev-
olent soul, and to delegate the creation of sentient beings to lesser deities. The ideas, 
which in the Timaeus are said to constitute the paradigm of which the material world 
is an image, appear in other dialogues as the immutable and universal archetypes 
of virtues, qualities, natural kinds, and mathematical properties, which transcend 
the flux and change of the sensible world but are predicated of objects in this world 
which participate in them; it is the presence of these archetypes, when correctly 
apprehended, that imparts validity to our judgments of rectitude, beauty, equality, 
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and the like. “matter” is not a term employed by plato, but was used after aristotle 
to denote the space or receptacle whose disorderly motions the demiurge subjects to 
form, but with incomplete success, so that the universe which this substrate upholds 
is not only distinct from the paradigm but prone to ills, vicissitudes, and frailties that 
are unknown in the higher realm.

Christian authors espoused the most literal reading of the Timaeus, according to 
which the paradigm is eternal, whereas the sensible world has an origin in time. This 
tenet they could cite in corroboration of the opening chapter of genesis, where god 
is said to create the heaven and earth a mere five days before the creation of the first 
man, and thus deflect the ridicule of those philosophers who maintained that the 
world was eternal, or that world follows world in perpetual succession. on the other 
hand, the similarity enabled them to subordinate plato to moses, as it could not be 
denied that the hebrew philosopher antedated the greek by a thousand years. as 
to the ideas, no Christian could endorse the view (which the dialogue seemed to 
inculcate when literally construed) that these inhabited a plane independent of, and 
indeed superior to, that which the demiurge occupied; if these archetypes could be said 
to exist eternally, it could only have been as prescient thoughts in the mind of a god 
who knew what he intended to create. The postulation of matter as the raw stuff of 
creation seemed warranted by the statement in genesis 1:2 that the earth remained 
“without form and void” until the spirit moved upon its waters. no Christian, on the 
other hand, could allow that this primordial turbulence was uncreated, or that the 
evils of the world proceeded from its invincible enmity to the will of the Creator.

Both in what they affirmed and in what they denied, the Christian readers of the 
Timaeus were anticipated, and in some respects guided, by the Jewish apologist and 
exegete philo of alexandria. While he is often ranked with the middle platonists – a 
purely taxonomic label embracing all writers between 350 bce and ce 250 who read 
plato’s works with sympathy and attention  – his platonism is circumscribed by his 
loyalty to the Torah as the infallible and sufficient word of god.3 it is god’s injunction 
“let there be light” at genesis 1:3, together with variants and glosses on this verse in 
the later israelite tradition, that accounts for his use of logos as an appellative for the 
intermediate deity, or divine power, through which god creates the world without 
any sacrifice of his own transcendence or simplicity. But, whereas in the mosaic text 
and its echo at John 1:1 this term denotes the creative act of speech, philo takes it 
also to signify “reason” (as it often does in greek), so that his logos is at once the 
dynamic and almost personal author of a temporal creation and an eternal archetype 
in the mind of god. in short, this logos is at once the paradigm of plato and his 
demiurge; whether philo held that he makes use of a material substrate in this latter 
capacity seems not to have been securely ascertained. The belief in Jewish circles that 
the cosmos was formed from “things that are not” is attested in 2 maccabees 7:28 and 
endorsed in hebrews 11:2; Christians, to whom both texts were authoritative, had still 
to decide whether “out of nothing” meant from an absolute void, from the indeter-
minate possibilities which lay before the creator at the outset, or from an inchoate 
materiality which god himself produced as the foundation of all that he purposed to 
bring into being.
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Coincidences between Christian and philonic exegesis are common enough to 
suggest that his work was widely known in the church at first or at second hand, 
though Clement of alexandria is unusual in citing him by name. To Clement he is not 
a Christian but a pythagorean, that is a member of the sect which professed to cherish 
and interpret the cryptic teachings of pythagoras of samos. Born perhaps a century 
before plato, pythagoras is supposed to have discovered the mathematical proportions 
which defined both the notes of the octave and the intervals between the orbits of the 
celestial spheres. he was thought to have anticipated one of the most arcane of plato’s 
doctrines by making the monad and the dyad (reified forms of the numbers 1 and 
2) the progenitors of all things, both in the intellectual and in the sensible cosmos. 
The pythagorean tradition surpasses plato in its ascription of mystical properties to 
numbers and in its testimonies to the inscrutability of the first principle, which it 
characterizes only by the negation of every predicate, including the most dignified of 
those that we apply to objects in the present world. The practical counsels handed 
down in the name of pythagoras, outwardly trifling or superstitious, were understood 
in the Roman age as esoteric precepts for the discipline of the soul. philo could pass 
for a pythagorean because he celebrated the properties of the number seven, held that 
god could be spoken of only in privative terms, and urged that the ordinances of the 
mosaic law were designed to be applied literally to the flesh and symbolically to the 
outward man.

Roman pythagoreanism and Roman platonism coalesce in modern scholarship; 
what early Christians knew of either we can hardly say.4 We do not know if they 
were conscious of the tendency, represented in the Handbook of alcinous, to treat 
the ideas as thoughts in the mind of god. We do not know when they first learned of 
a shift from the naïve interpretation of the Timaeus to a more artificial reading, first 
attested by the grammarian Calvenus Taurus, who argues that the sensible world, like 
the paradigm, is eternal, and that the former is generated in the sense that it depends 
upon the latter for its existence, not in the sense of having an origin in time. The 
one middle platonist cited in Christian texts of the first three centuries, numenius 
of apamea, could also be called a late pythagorean. as a platonist he conflated the 
Timaeus with the Republic, in which the highest principle is the good – that is, the 
unsurpassed measure of value and the terminus of all rational endeavour. numenius 
arrives at a theory of two gods, the first corresponding to the good, the second to the 
demiurge, while the paradigm takes shape in the second through its contemplation 
of the first.5 some early Christian writers found the relation between these two gods 
analogical to that between the Father and the son. But the parallel is not exact, 
and the most anomalous teaching of numenius  – that this world results from the 
schism which the second god incurred when a lapse of concentration embroiled it 
in matter – could not have been entertained by any Christian whom we should now 
think orthodox.
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Philosophies of the Roman world6

aristotle’s lectures to his students were assembled as a corpus by andronicus of Rhodes, 
about thirty years before the start of the Christian era. Two centuries were to elapse 
before detailed commentaries on these esoteric works were undertaken by alexander 
of aphrodisias, and in the meantime they are not so widely cited as the “exoteric” 
treatises which aristotle himself prepared for general circulation. in the latter, the 
existence of a benevolent creator was deduced from the pulchritude and harmony of 
the visible cosmos, and a fifth element, or quintessence, was added to earth, air, fire, 
and water, though authorities are divided as to whether this was conceived as the stuff 
of god, the soul, or the circumambient ether. it is in his esoteric disputations that 
aristotle asserts, against his erstwhile tutor plato, that the world has no beginning in 
time, that essences and ideas do not exist except insofar as they are instantiated in 
matter, that god is the final cause or end of all but not the efficient cause of anything, 
and that the soul (or at least the irrational soul in contrast to the intellect) is as 
mortal as the body that it informs. it did not occur to Christians in the age before 
Constantine that this last tenet could be turned into a proof of the resurrection, or 
that a man who gives the name god to the highest principle might be a more durable 
ally than one who set the good above the demiurge; it is possible, indeed, that it 
was only from platonic controversialists that most Christians learned anything of 
aristotle’s defection from his master.7 some profess an acquaintance with his logic, 
though most often to deride and misrepresent it. Clement of alexandria owes to 
aristotle the title, but not the tenor, of his Exhortation to the Greeks (Protrepticus), or 
summons to conversion, while alexander of aphrodisias may have furnished a model 
for commentary to those who required any other model than philo.8 For the most 
part, it cannot be said that Christian knowledge of aristotle’s teachings was profound.

Whereas aristotle taught that the soul cannot flourish without some measure of 
good repute and material comfort, plato equated happiness with the uncompounded 
pleasure of contemplation. The most rigorous of all sects in their moral teaching were 
the stoics, whose three authorities – the caustic Zeno, the pious Cleanthes, and the 
subtle Chrysippus  – wrote successively in the fourth century bce. They urged that 
the end of human life is to live with the frugality and integrity that nature prescribes; 
the good they located not so much in the achievement of this end as in the virtuous 
pursuit of it, and the unbending zeal which many of the followers displayed in the 
teeth of mockery and oppression could not fail to impress the first Christians. on the 
other hand, their doctrine that all existence is corporeal, which entailed the identi-
fication of god himself with a tenuous fire that pervades the universe, could not be 
endorsed by anyone who wished to uphold the liberty and omnipotence of god. The 
stoic god does not create, but comes into being as the logos or informing principle 
of each new world, surviving only until that world is swallowed up in its appointed 
ekpyrosis or combustion to be succeeded by another in which the same cycle of events 
will be reproduced to the last particular. still more repugnant to Christian faith was 
the cold theology of epicurus, a contemporary of the earliest stoics, who taught that 
the world and its gods arise from the chance collision and confluence of atoms. The 
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end of life, according to this philosopher, is simply to be free from pain; the gods are 
the lofty exemplars of this imperturbability, and for that reason exercise no provi-
dential government below. The stoics rejoined that a natural affinity between the 
human intellect and the divine guarantees that the world is ordered for our sake and 
that the future can be revealed by divination. it followed that what is ordained cannot 
be evaded, a corollary that to other schools (though not to the stoics themselves) 
appeared to rob humanity of that moral freedom which permits the allocation of praise 
and blame.

The odium which the world had hitherto reserved for the epicureans fell upon the 
Christians who proclaimed that the gods of myth and the civic cults were helpless 
idols. They were also assimilated to the Cynics, who on the plea that whatever is 
merely customary is unnatural, made a duty of denouncing common goals and flouting 
public norms of conduct. The likeness was not even superficial for the Cynics lived 
under no law, impugned their founder diogenes as freely as they upbraided one 
another, and preached autonomy rather than the service of any superhuman power as 
the goal of life. it was alleged that certain Christians had imposed on the mob by a 
showy imitation of Cynic fortitude; intellectual churchmen were more likely to seek 
their allies among the skeptics who, while entertaining no creed of their own, set out 
to explode whatever was taught in other schools as more than a probable approxi-
mation to truth. Christians could deploy the skeptic’s arsenal against the shams of 
magic and astrology; at the same time, they could urge, against the skeptic and the 
dogmatist alike, that the authority of the Bible is established by the uniqueness of 
its own claim to authority, now that reason itself has demonstrated the vanity of the 
philosopher’s promise to build on reason alone.

First steps9

it is hard to say when Christian thought began to sport the colors of philosophy. 
The first chapter of John’s gospel represents Christ as the embodiment of the Word, 
or creative utterance, that was “with god in the beginning”; the epistle ascribed to 
Barnabas gives a figurative turn to the superannuated rites and ordinances of the 
mosaic covenant, sometimes applying them to the inner man, sometimes construing 
them as mystical adumbrations of the gospel. The first apologist, aristides of athens, 
apes the doxographers by dividing peoples rather than men according to their first 
principles; rather than canvass the fashionable question, whether philosophy was 
invented by the greeks or by the barbarians, he asks which race has held the worthiest 
notions of the divine and awards the palm to those who are not Chaldaeans, greeks 
or egyptians, neither polytheists nor Jews. The First Apology of Justin martyr, who 
wore his philosopher’s cloak with ostentation until his death in ce 165, informs the 
greeks that the best of their philosophers merely eavesdropped on the truth that had 
been vouchsafed to the barbarians. in his Dialogue with Trypho he relates that, having 
spurned three other teachers as soon as he met them, he became an ardent platonist, 
until he was robbed of his faith in the capacities of the soul by an encounter with 
an old man. The latter waylaid him with arguments derived from aristotle, but his 
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medicine for perplexity was submission to the words of a single book, to which the 
classics of the pagan world were children both in age and in profundity.10

Justin has been credited with the view that what israel received through oral 
prophecy was imparted by inspiration to a handful of philosophers; what he says, 
however, is only that the philosophers excelled in logos, not that they were acquainted 
with that logos whom Justin celebrates as the architect of the heavens, the author and 
subject of all true scriptures, and in latter days the embodied son of god. independent 
knowledge of him was granted to the sibyl and hystaspes,11 but the philosophers trained 
their wits on a revelation gleaned by stealth from the greek translation of the Torah.12 
platonists partook of this logos fully enough to recognize him in hermes, the ambas-
sador of Zeus,13 and plato himself had even framed the soul in the image of the cross in 
his Timaeus;14 the stoic belief that the logos is born and extinguished with the universe 
is a specimen of the errors that result from a false presumption of affinity between the 
soul and god. popular lampoons on the founders of all schools are revived in a coarse 
Oration to the Greeks by Justin’s pupil Tatian, whose image of the logos leaping forth 
from the Father after a stage of latency is too violent for the platonists, too fissiparous 
for the stoics. For Christian apologists of the second century, reason and speech are two 
successive determinations of the logos, and not merely contiguous senses of the same 
term as in philo. Theophilus, Bishop of antioch, writing about 170, borrows stoic terms 
to discriminate the logos endiathetos, or immanent word, from the logos prophorikos, or 
word enunciated; stoics, however, used these terms to contrast articulate thought with 
the din of brutes, not to delineate two stages in human utterance.15 Theophilus may also 
be the first to say expressly that the world was made from nothing, taking matter to be 
the void and formless earth of genesis 1:2 and hence the first product of god’s will.16

Disenchantment

secular philosophies are epitomized in the manner of the handbooks, but with sustained 
and polemical rancor, by hippolytus, a disaffected prelate of the Roman church at the 
end of the second century. Conscious no doubt, that hairesis, or “choice,” was the 
technical term for a philosophical sect, he undertakes to prove, in his Refutation of all 
Heresies, that every “choice” which deviates from the teaching of the church is under-
written by some stealthy appropriation of pagan thought. The libel is eclectic if not 
erudite: pythagoras inspired the numerology of the gnosticizing heretic valentinus;17 
his disciple empedocles bequeathed to marcion a false dichotomy between the just 
creator and the benevolent redeemer, while an older sage,18 heraclitus, was the true 
father of that protean speculation which the first heretic, simon magus, published 
as his own discovery, in the hope of being taken for a god.19 Basilides, a pioneer 
of apophatic or negative theology, is said to have found his “non-existent deity” in 
aristotle, whose Categories are paraphrased with the shrewd burlesque that charac-
terizes adversarial writings by the platonists of this era.20 much of this is fallacious and 
defamatory, but not all, for we possess two gnostic tractates of the third century, the 
Allogenes and the Zostrianus, in which motifs from plato were handled deftly enough 
to vex his pagan followers into composing long replies.21
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equally contumelious, though far more energetic in style, is a latin contemporary of 
hippolytus, Tertullian of Carthage, who, in his philippic against the use of philosophy 
by heretics, produced the famous epigram, “What is athens to Jerusalem, the academy 
to the church?”22 nevertheless, Tertullian is perhaps the earliest Christian to have 
mastered not only the tenets but the controversial arts of the pagan schools. Knowing 
that he cannot produce a decisive text from the scriptures to support his view that 
the soul is a kind of body, he threatens his adversaries with paradox. Why should we 
deny corporeality to a being simply because it lacks the traits of other bodies?23 how 
can the soul be innocent of corporeal affections when the body itself would not feel 
these affections but for the presence of a soul?24 Can it be said to inhabit any place 
after death,25 can it even be said to quit its carnal tenement,26 unless is possesses some 
shape and dimension? no Christian hitherto had fenced so nimbly with the weapons 
of the stoa, and yet Tertullian is no stoic but a biblical Christian, urging strenuously 
that god and the human soul are not of a piece.27 it is not clear that the stoics could 
differentiate corporeality from materiality, but in Tertullian’s day, a latin speaker 
could assert that god is a corpus and mean only to credit him with discrete existence, 
without subjecting him to the frailty and impermanence of matter.28 it is spirit, not 
matter, that constitutes the substance of Tertullian’s god, who is not the immanent 
logos of creation, but has projected his eternal thought as the sempiternal logos to 
bring creation out of nothing. stoics may be the janitors of truth, but not its guardians: 
the locution dixit Seneca saepe noster should not be rendered “as our seneca often says” 
(as though Tertullian and the stoic teacher were of the same school29) but rather “as 
seneca says, who is often on our side.”30

New approaches

The libraries of alexandria bred a scholasticism in philosophy that resembled Christian 
handling of the scriptures. The author whom we call Clement of alexandria received 
a pagan education in athens before he took up residence in the egyptian capital. 
pantaenus, his instructor in Christianity, is frequently alleged to have been a stoic, 
though we do not learn this from Clement. Both were later said to have presided over 
the Catechetical school in alexandria, but in Clement’s first surviving work, the 
Exhortation to the Greeks (Protrepticus), the philosopher is more in evidence than the 
theologian. The text derives its name from a famous work by aristotle, and its denun-
ciation of pagan cults as marts of imposture and lechery finds an echo in harangues 
against the populace by platonists, Cynics, stoics, and epicureans. yet Clement leaves 
these forebears behind him in his denunciation of idolatry, his allusions to the fall, his 
refusal to palliate myth by allegory, and his castigation of philosophers who scoff at 
the cults but are afraid to shun them.31 That Christians and philosophers can be intel-
lectual allies he sets out to prove in his Miscellanies (Stromateis), where philosophers 
are said to have arrived at correct opinions on many topics, the logos is discovered 
to be the seat of the platonic ideas, and the principles of pythagorean symbology are 
adopted not only to dissipate obscurities in the scriptures but to buttress the claim 
that deeper truths are hidden even in the more lucid passages.32 in the eighth book, 
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Clement shows off his proficiency in logic; in the first, he commends the acquisition 
of an “eclectic” wisdom, which is common to all philosophies, as a means to the 
perfection of Christian faith.33 it is the knowing or gnostic Christian who obeys the 
commandments truly, discerning (for example) that the “noetic” sense of Christ’s 
injunction to give away one’s riches can be applied to the inner man without any 
outward loss to the wealthy benefactors of the church. unsympathetic commentators 
surmise that Clement’s true philosophy is his “eclecticism,” from which he makes a 
procrustean bed for the gospel, lopping away the unpalatable elements which had 
made the world afraid of Christ and formidable to his saints.34

This judgment is unlikely to survive a thorough reading of Clement’s works. The 
knowledge that he inculcates entails the recognition of humility as a virtue, though 
the philosophers had no word for it; admonishing the rich that they are debtors 
in spirit to those who receive their alms,35 it requires a woman to dress without 
ornament and a man to dispense with footwear.36 so much a philosopher might 
also do, but if he is guided in this by a true apprehension of god, he derived this 
(Clement argues) from the hebrew prophets, not from any deposit of common truth. 
it is in their theology that philosophers differ, and it is not they but the sibyl and 
hystaspes (as in Justin) who have imbibed their knowledge of god by inspiration.37 
Clement’s inventory of pagan thefts from scripture takes up half of the fifth book in 
the Miscellanies, and he has twice as many citations from st paul as from the more 
voluminous plato.38 pythagorean maxims are adopted to forestall the literal exposition 
of passages that we too would consider metaphorical; and while the logos seems to 
represent a diffuse and universal teaching at some points in the Miscellanies, we must 
not forget that this is only one of his works, designed not so much to propagate a 
systematic theology as to reconcile the gospel with those elements in philosophy 
which admitted of harmonization. We cannot tell what we have lost in Clement’s 
Outlines (Hypotyposes), where he proceeds by exegesis of the new Testament; we 
can observe, however, that in his Christ the Educator, or Schoolmaster, the logos is 
incarnate and attired in a crown of thorns.39

origen is reputed to have been a pupil of Clement and the next leader of the 
Catechetical school. disappointed in his early hope of martyrdom, he became a 
noted expositor of the scriptures, and in his celebrated treatise On First Principles he 
endeavors to build a system from this source alone, dispelling superficial contradiction 
and absurdities, vindicating the harmony of the two testaments and laying down 
canons for profitable reading. yet he also alludes to his schooling with an unnamed 
master, whose name is agreed in ancient sources to have been ammonius.40 This man 
or a namesake also taught plotinus, the founder of neoplatonism, and the epithet 
“platonist” sticks like a burr to origen in modern criticism, though he cannot have 
read plotinus, expressly repudiates the theory of ideas, and differs from every known 
representative of platonism in using “god” as the proper, rather than merely honorific, 
name of the highest principle. his equation of god with mind and his adoption of 
the terms monad and henad to illustrate god’s simplicity are authorized by the practice 
of philo and previous Christian writers; they are also exemplifications of that process 
which, in a letter to a disciple, he called “spoiling the egyptians” – that is, enriching 
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the church from the treasuries of the nations who oppress her, or, in plainer terms, 
availing oneself of all that greek philosophy and philology can contribute to the 
elucidation of scriptures (Philokalia 13, citing exodus 3:22). philosophy may suggest, 
but scripture judges: thus at On Prayer 27, origen has to explain the otherwise 
unattested compound epiousios in the lord’s prayer (luke 11:3), which he takes to 
mean supersubstantial. in imitation of plato’s Sophist, he notes that the greeks are 
divided into two parties, one contending that whatever truly is must be immune to 
change, and therefore incorporeal, while the other asseverates that nothing exists 
unless that is not apprehensible to the senses.41 The first are of course the platonists 
and the others the stoics, but in siding with the former origen argues not from his 
schooling or the consensus of divines in alexandria, and not even from those premises 
which were endorsed by all philosophers, but solely from other passages in scriptures. 
if a platonist is one who rests his beliefs on the authority of plato, origen does not 
qualify for the designation.

plato is the greek most often praised in the one surviving work that origen 
dedicated to philosophy. The eight books of his apology Against Celsus were written 
towards the end of his life to rebut an attack on the Christians which had been current 
for seventy years. its author is characterized in modern scholarship as a rhetorician 
with platonic sympathies, though origen repeatedly taunts him as an epicurean. 
This imputation allows him to draw promiscuously on all the schools opposed to 
epicurus in his vindication of providence and the immateriality of god. he calls 
on the stoics to expose the faults of his interlocutor’s logic, and to corroborate his 
Christian belief that the world is governed in the interests of humanity. on the other 
hand, the Symposium of plato affords a parallel to the superficial obscenities of the 
old Testament,42 an echo of numenius is detectable when Christ is acclaimed as a 
second god,43 and a shopworn passage from the Timaeus illustrates the difficulty of 
obtaining or publishing knowledge of the Father.44 But none of this makes origen a 
platonist, and his defense of all three positions is designed not so much to reconcile 
the philosophers as to reprove them. he will not allow that the vices of any greek 
text can be wholly purged by allegory,45 and his own assiduity in this practice struck 
the platonists as an innovation, reminiscent of the stoics.46 his second god is subor-
dinated to god the Father only on biblical grounds, and enters the human realm by 
condescension, not by an inadvertent shift of vision.47 as for the impediments to our 
knowledge of god, they are barely observed by plato, who pronounces difficult that 
which Christians know to be impossible without special revelation.48 origen holds 
that Christians have a duty to answer the cavils of philosophers in language that will 
command their esteem, but at the same time he admonishes the greeks that it is not 
the sublimation of the intellect, but the voluntary abasement of the Word, that spans 
the gulf between the infinite god and the objects of his love.

Aftermath

origen’s pupil and panegyrist gregory Thaumaturgus records that he devised his own 
conspectus of the chief schools as an introduction to theological studies. his writing 
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marks a caesura in relations between the church and the greeks, not only because so 
little Christian literature on any topic survives from the next half century, but because, 
when the apologists once again took up the case against the pagans, it was no longer 
possible for them simply to spurn the philosophers even when they pretended to 
knowledge of god without revelation. eusebius, though he endorses and embellishes 
the charge of plagiarism, blames the philosophers primarily for their failure to perceive 
that the works of their greatest predecessors anticipated or confirmed the Christian 
preaching of three hypostases and one god. arnobius and lactantius, taking the 
common Roman view that the test of philosophy is conduct, holds up Christ as the 
exemplar of those virtues which have been eclipsed in Rome by love of conquest or 
collusion with the vices of the conquered. For arnobius the enemy is religion, while 
for lactantius it is rhetoric; philosophy, as the latter intimates, can lead the Christian 
not only away from error but home to truth.49
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how did early Christianity appear to pagan observers within its greco-Roman 
cultural context? such a question underscores the difference between “insider” and 
“outsider” perspectives. as Robert Wilken notes, “The Christians ‘read’ themselves 
quite differently than their contemporaries ‘read’ them.” on the one hand, “insider” 
texts “present the life of Jesus and the beginning of the church as the turning point 
of history.” on the other hand, “outsider” texts view “the Christian communities as 
small, peculiar, anti-social, irreligious sects, drawing their adherents from the lower 
strata of society.”1

This present essay will trace the literature written by “outsiders,” individuals 
loyal to greco-Roman society and its ideology that directly engaged and challenged 
Christianity in the second and third centuries. such a task is not without its diffi-
culties. The pagan perceptions of Christianity that survive are often found in offhand 
references or fragmentary sources. many of them are extant only because they 
were “quoted (selectively) and paraphrased (tendentiously) by Christian authors.”2 
moreover, both Christianity and pagan philosophy were “moving targets,” since both 
“were in continuous change and development throughout the period.”3

Furthermore, most of these pagan materials are found in literature addressed to 
upper-class readers. Thus one senses that a certain “social prejudice” frequently charac-
terizes the polemics.4 on the other hand, one should not assume that a “hard-and-fast” 
boundary fell between intellectual critics and popular perceptions. sometimes the 
cultural elite adapted the simplistic prejudices of their social milieu, and at other times 
they shaped popular opinion. as a Christian apologist, Justin martyr felt compelled to 
insist that judgment be given only “after an exact and searching enquiry, not moved 
by prejudice or by a wish to please superstitious people, nor by irrational impulse or 
long prevalent rumors.”5

Before the decian suppression of Christianity, persecutions were usually prompted 
by popular opposition.6 Christian sources recognized this role of public opinion, and 
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they frequently decried the role of the famae, the rumores, and the suspiciones.7 The acta 
martyria often highlight the decisive role played by hostile crowds. popular opposition 
linked with official persecution, due to the wide latitude permitted to the provincial 
governors in sentences extra ordinem, as well as the function of delatores in the Roman 
legal system.8 The cases (below) of marcus Cornelius Fronto and sossianus hierocles 
demonstrate that such popular opposition could be aggravated by those deemed to be 
intellectual elites. during this period the “outsider” views embodied in intellectual 
critiques, state policies, and popular prejudices were inseparably intertwined.

one should not assume that these “outsider” perspectives are irrelevant to the 
study of early Christianity as it “really” was or came to be. Wilken explains, “For the 
attitudes of outsiders not only defined the world Christians inhabited; they were also 
a factor in making Christianity what it eventually became. What is said critically 
by pagans in one generation will be mirrored positively by Christians in the next.”9 
Christian apologists often felt compelled to define themselves in a manner that 
responded to an agenda set by “outsiders.”10 pagan critiques served as dams that altered 
the flow of Christian development, thereby changing the terrain of Christian self-
identity. For example, pagan opposition caused second-century apologists to portray 
Christianity as a philosophy comparable to other philosophical schools. “There is no 
doubt,” comments marta sordi, “that the apologists’ decision to present Christianity 
in these terms was also dictated by the historical situation of the times.”11 pagan and 
Christian apologists participated in an intergenerational chess match that spread 
from Justin martyr to Celsus to origen to porphyry. in turn, porphyry’s polemic 
provoked rejoinders from a wide company of Christian defenders.12 This ideological 
debate never checkmated the progress of Christian apologetics, but it did change the 
defensive strategy.13

Furthermore, early Christian doctrines frequently developed in direct response to 
pagan critiques, and (in turn) the classical tradition was transformed by Christian 
influence.14 For example, philosophical criticisms sometimes prompted the further 
integration of platonism into Christianity.15 Wilken argues that the pagan opponents 
caused Christians “to grasp the implications of Christian belief earlier than would 
have been possible if they had talked only among themselves – in short, to under-
stand the very tradition they were defending.”16 pagan critics forced Christians to 
find “their authentic voice,” and without them “Christianity would have been the 
poorer.”17 Wilken lists the following examples of tenets forged within the furnace 
of pagan opposition: the relationship of faith and reason, the relation of god to the 
world, creation ex nihilo, the relation of Christianity to Judaism, the status of Jesus 
and his relation to god, the historical reliability of the scriptures, the role of civil 
religion and the civil position of Christianity, and the revelation of god in history.18 
one might append the Christians’ discussions of free will and divine impassibility. in 
addition, Christianity clarified its relationship to Judaism partly in response to pagan 
criticisms.19
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Early Greco-Roman references

While glancing back to the reign of nero, suetonius (a second-century equestrian 
and biographer) narrates that “punishment was inflicted on the Christians, a class 
of men given to a new and mischievous superstition (superstitio nova ac malefica).”20 
While discussing the reign of Claudius, suetonius asserts, “since the Jews constantly 
made disturbances at the instigation of Chrestus, he expelled them from Rome.”21 
The word Chrestus in this passage is sometimes interpreted as an alternative spelling 
(or corruption) of Christus (“Christ”).22 This Christus–Chrestus debate shows no signs 
of abating, although the burden of proof appears to lie upon those who read 
Christianity into the passage.23

Tacitus, another early second-century Roman historian, narrates how nero used 
Christians as scapegoats when he was accused of setting fire to Rome.24 it is noteworthy 
that this accusation of incendiarism seemed credible to many Roman residents, who 
seemed convinced that Christians were capable of various “abominable vices” or 
“atrocities” (flagitia).25 Christians were known for their “hatred of the human race” 
(odio humani generis).26 The pernicious superstition (exitiabilis superstitio) was plaguing 
Rome, “where all things horrible or shameful in the world collect and find a vogue.”27 
Tacitus had already leveled this accusation of superstitio against the Jews, and he seems 
to have viewed Christianity as a “superstition” of Jewish origin.28

around the year 112, pliny the younger sent a letter to the emperor Trajan, asking 
advice concerning the proper treatment of Christians. at the time, pliny was the 
governor of pontus and Bithynia.29 he complained that Christianity, as a “conta-
gious superstition,” had spread beyond the cities to the villages and rural districts.30 
pliny had never been involved in the cognitio (legal investigation) of a Christian, 
so he posed a series of questions.31 should age be taken into account? Could one be 
pardoned by recanting the Christian faith? Were Christians to be punished merely for 
the sake of the name itself (nomen ipsum = “Christian”), or was it necessary to find 
them guilty of affiliated offenses (flagitia cohaerentia nomini)?

For his part, pliny ordered the accused to worship the gods, offer sacrifices, and 
curse Christ.32 Those who publicly recanted were summarily discharged. But if they 
disregarded his thrice-repeated threats and persisted in their Christian commitments, 
pliny executed them or sent them on to Rome (in the case of Roman citizens). “For 
whatever the nature of their creed might be,” pliny did not doubt that “pertinacity 
and inflexible obstinacy (pertinacia et inflexibilis obstinatio) deserved punishment.”33 
upon further investigation, pliny could find no proof of criminal or conspiratorial 
activity within the Christian assemblies. Rather, the Christians sang hymns to 
Christ “as to god,” took an oath (sacramentum) not to commit crimes, and shared an 
innocent, common meal. he discovered “nothing more than depraved and excessive 
superstition” (superstitio prava et immodica).34 Both Trajan’s reply to pliny and the later 
rescript of hadrian sought to curb the abuses of delatio (informing) against Christians.35

some philosophically minded writers of the second century appreciated the courage 
manifested by Christian martyrs in the face of death. among these authors were 
epictetus, marcus aurelius, and galen. epictetus maintained that someone who was 
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not improperly attached to life or material possessions would not manifest fear.36 he 
contended that the antidote to fear was a mental framework which allows one to “set 
the will neither upon dying nor upon living at any cost, but only as it is given one to 
live.”37 epictetus noted that the same mindset can be produced by “madness” (maniva~) 
or by “habit” (ejqou~), as with “the galileans.” many scholars have interpreted 
epictetus’s “galileans” as a reference to Christians.38

eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History includes a letter purportedly written by marcus 
aurelius to the Council of asia.39 The letter states,

But you drive them into tumult, for you confirm them in the opinion which 
they hold by accusing them as atheists (ajqevwn), and they too when so accused 
might well prefer apparent death rather than life for the sake of their own 
god.

(eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.13.3)

This same material is found in Justin martyr’s Apology, but he ascribes it to antoninus 
pius.40 Benko notes, “Whether the letter is a complete Christian forgery or whether 
Christian interpolators have altered an originally genuine text is still a subject of 
scholarly debate.”41

The extant text of marcus aurelius’s Meditations includes an offhand reference 
to Christians.42 The emperor admired the soul which is “ready and resolved” to “be 
released from the body.” This readiness must “arise from a specific decision, not out 
of sheer opposition like the Christians.”43 For his part, marcus aurelius espoused 
“reflection and dignity” rather than “histrionic display.” While he valued certain traits 
found among Christian martyrs, he still viewed their final moments as too emotional 
and melodramatic. one should stalwartly face death but not play the stage-heroics of 
a theatrical martyr.

galen, the famous Roman physician and philosopher, praised “the people called 
Christians” for their contempt of death, restraint in cohabitation, self-control in 
food and drink, and keen pursuit of justice. in these matters, they were not inferior 
to “genuine philosophers.”44 on one level, galen treated Christians as adherents of a 
philosophical school, as when he compared “the followers of moses and Christ” with 
“physicians and philosophers who cling fast to their schools.”45 galen sympathetically 
admired the Christian conduct of a life, since they acted in the same way “as those 
who philosophize.” nevertheless, they were merely playing the part, since they lacked 
a rational foundation.46

according to galen, Christian virtue rested upon parables, miracles, and tales of 
rewards and punishments in a future life. in “the school of moses and Christ,” one 
hears talk of “undemonstrated laws, and that where it is least appropriate.”47 galen 
grumbled that the “followers of moses and Christ” order their pupils “to accept 
everything on faith.”48 For him, “Christians were neither dangerous conspirators nor 
abominable cannibals, but were rather adherents of an inferior philosophical school.”49 
although they did not pose a serious threat to society, they had been hoodwinked by 
a simplistic belief system.
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The brunt of speeches and satires

in his public speeches, Crescens attacked Christians as “impious” and as “atheists.”50 
according to the reconstruction of many scholars, Crescens’s contemporary, marcus 
Cornelius Fronto, delivered a speech accusing Christians of incestuous banqueting 
and of infanticide.51 Fronto’s tirade may provide a backdrop to the persecution 
of Christians in lyons and vienne c. 177, as well as the response embodied in 
athenagoras’s Plea.52

in one of his speeches, the orator aelius aristides referred to “those impious 
people of palestine.” They “do not believe in the higher powers” but have “defected 
from the greek race, or rather from all that is higher.” “But they are cleverest of all 
at housebreaking, in upsetting those within and bringing them into conflict with 
one another, and in claiming that they can take care of everything. They have never 
spoken, discovered, or written a fruitful word; they have never added adornment to 
the national festivals, never honored the gods.”53

Benko wavers in his assessment of this material from aristides, which “may or 
may not refer to Christians.”54 The charges of antisocialism and disturbing family life 
certainly parallel common perceptions of Christians. according to pagan censures, 
Christians were affiliated with “the repudiation of pleasure, the breaking of home and 
family ties, the ruining of business, the abandonment of religion, and the avoidance of 
civic duties.”55 From the pagan perspective, Christian commitment subverted familial 
bonds and preyed on the emotionally vulnerable.56 pagans resented the disruptive 
force of Christianity upon the Roman commonwealth and upon traditional family 
values.57 “many a pagan first heard of Christianity as the disintegrating force that had 
wrecked a neighbor’s home.”58

apuleius’s Metamorphoses is a comic tale of the protagonist’s alteration into a donkey 
by magic, his adventures as an ass, and his eventual transformation back into a human 
through the benevolence of isis. While living as a donkey, lucius was sold to a baker 
and his wife. apuleius wrote that this woman did not lack “a single fault,” but “her soul 
was like some muddy latrine into which absolutely every vice had flowed.” she was 
“cruel, and perverse, crazy for men and wine, headstrong and obstinate, grasping in her 
mean thefts and a spendthrift in her loathsome extravagances, an enemy of fidelity and 
a foe to chastity.” Furthermore, “she scorned and spurned all the gods in heaven, and, 
instead of holding a definite faith, she used the false sacrilegious presumption of a god, 
whom she would call ‘one and only’.” in this god’s honor she invented “meaningless 
rites to cheat everyone and deceive her wretched husband, having sold her body to 
drink from dawn and to debauchery the whole day.”59 This passage may disparage 
Christian women (or perhaps Jewish women), yet its contemptuous tenor reveals an 
uncritical adaptation and satirical exploitation of popular prejudice.60

in his Apology, apuleius describes a certain aemilianus who mocked divine matters 
and despised the gods:

For i learn from certain men of oea who know him, that to this day he has 
never prayed to any god or frequented any temple, while if he chances to pass 
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any shrine, he regards it as a crime to raise his hand to his lips in token of 
reverence.

(apuleius, Apology 56)61

Whether this “atheist” was a Christian cannot be established with certainty, although 
v. hunink argues that “much is to be said” for this theory.62

lucian of samosata was another famous literary wit who ridiculed Christians, along 
with many others who came within the cross-hairs of his satirical sights.63 peregrinus 
proteus, the protagonist and namesake of one of lucian’s satires, was a huckster and a 
swindler. after murdering his father, peregrinus slipped away to palestine to learn “the 
wonderful wisdom of the Christians,” and he quickly rose among their ranks. lucian 
mocked the “credulity” of the Christians, yet he also satirized “the fanatical masses 
who wanted to see the Christians sentenced to death for atheism.”64 When peregrinus 
was imprisoned, his fellow believers visited him and luxuriously supported their 
“new socrates.”65 peregrinus was able to amass a sizeable fortune through Christian 
beneficence, but he was finally excommunicated from the church when he ate meat 
sacrificed to idols. he eventually became a Cynic philosopher and wandering teacher 
before his dramatic demise via self-immolation.

in one passage, lucian characterizes the Christians as follows:

The poor wretches have convinced themselves, first and foremost, that they 
are going to be immortal and live for all time, in consequence of which they 
despise death and even willingly give themselves into custody, most of them. 
Furthermore, their first lawgiver persuaded them that they are all brothers of 
one another after they have transgressed once for all by denying the greek 
gods and by worshipping that crucified sophist himself and living under his 
laws. Therefore, they despise all things indiscriminately and consider them 
common property, receiving such doctrines traditionally without any definite 
evidence. so if any charlatan and trickster, able to profit by occasions, comes 
among them, he quickly acquires sudden wealth by imposing upon simple 
folk.

(lucian, Peregrinus 5)66

lucian briefly returns to the subject of Christians in his account of alexander of 
abonoteichus. “pontus was full of atheists and Christians who had the hardihood 
to utter the vilest abuse of [alexander].”67 Within the narrative, “death to the 
epicureans” and “death to the Christians” are interchangeable exclamations with 
“death to the atheists,” because of a shared disregard for the traditional gods.68 lucian 
manifests a surface-level understanding of Christianity, which he merely employs as 
a foil within his satirical caricaturizations.69 as m. J. edwards surmises, “satire seeks, 
not truth, but the characteristics and the probable: it depicts living creatures, not as 
individuals, but as representative[s].”70
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Celsus, Porphyry, and Hierocles

most of the pagan critics described above did not make “a serious effort to study 
Christian teachings or to observe Christians in action.”71 all this changed with Celsus, 
who wrote an entire treatise against Christianity in True Doctrine, probably composed 
in the 160s or 170s.72 although the work is now lost, much of it can be reconstructed 
from origen’s reply in Against Celsus. The True Doctrine reveals that Celsus was a 
traditional conservative who believed that “religion was inextricably bound to the 
unique customs of a people,” that behind all the traditional religions was “an ancient 
doctrine that has existed from the beginning,” and that the “old doctrine” was the 
“true doctrine.”73 Christianity was dangerous because it unraveled the social fabric of 
traditional piety that wove together religion, society, and politics. Celsus raised anti-
Christian polemic to a whole new level, since he personally examined the Jewish and 
Christian scriptures and even recognized internal quarrels among Christians.74

Celsus castigated the Christians for their unsocial behavior and for practicing 
their religion in secret.75 “They wall themselves off and break away from the rest 
of mankind.”76 They rejected hellenic paideia and culture by turning to “barbarian” 
beliefs.77 They shirked their civil responsibilities, such as cooperating with the 
emperor and fighting as his “fellow-soldiers” and “fellow-generals.”78 They were like 
ungrateful tenants who gave nothing back for the use of property.79

Celsus opposed the fideistic gullibility and incredulous dogmatism he alleged was 
among Christians. They “vulgarly discuss fundamental principles and make arrogant 
pronouncements about matters of which they know nothing.”80 Therefore, claimed 
Celsus, adherents represented “wool-workers, cobblers, laundry-workers and the most 
illiterate and bucolic yokels.” They convinced “only the foolish, dishonourable and 
stupid, and only slaves, women, and little children.”81 instead of giving “a reason for 
what they believe,” Christian teachers repeated stock expressions such as “do not ask 
questions, just believe!”82

Celsus argued that Jesus was a magician and could not have been divine.83 Why, 
asked Celsus, would a god need to eat, as Jesus did? Why would a god, who should be 
unafraid of death, need to flee to egypt as a child? Why would a god permit himself to 
be arrested? how could an immortal god suffer and die? Why would the son of god 
require an angel to move the tomb stone? if Jesus were god, why would the men who 
tortured him go unpunished?84 Celsus concludes that “the Christians are the losers, 
since they worship neither a god nor even a demon, but a dead man!”85

Celsus attacked the biblical writings as fables. he maintained that the original 
belief in Jesus’ resurrection was based upon sorcery-formed delusion, wishful thinking, 
and female hysteria.86 The disciples later fabricated Jesus’ prophecies of his death and 
resurrection to make it appear that the entire plot was foretold. Celsus argued that 
Christians also foisted Jesus upon the hebrew prophecies, since “the prophecies could 
be applied to thousands of others far more plausibly than to Jesus.”87 in addition, the 
idea of a virgin birth was borrowed from pre-existing myths.88

Celsus claimed that Christian theology was riddled with internal contradictions. 
Why was an omnipotent, sovereign god unable to control his creatures?89 how could 



paul h aRTo g

58

humans be made in the image of an incorporeal god? Why would an omnipotent 
god need a day of rest after creation?90 how could god create the world, leave it to 
evil, and only return to its rescue centuries later?91 Why would he come to an out-of-
the-way corner of the earth like palestine? how could an immutable god change and 
take on human form?92

Celsus complained that Christianity was unoriginal and yet had the brazenness 
to claim exclusivity. While the Jewish religion could rightfully claim ancient roots, 
Christians freely picked their teachings and rituals from other sources.93 not only 
did the Christians refuse to admit their free borrowing, they even claimed that “they 
alone know the right way to live.”94 But the multiplicity of Christian schisms raised an 
epistemological specter. how could all of the schismatic groups claim exclusive truth?

porphyry of gaza, who had been tutored by origen, later became a pupil 
of plotinus, a neoplatonic philosopher whose lectures criticized “Christians of 
many kinds” (and especially gnostics).95 porphyry’s Philosophy from Oracles included 
various anti-Christian pieces. For instance, augustine preserved porphyrian oracular 
materials concerning a pagan husband’s concern for his Christian wife.96 “let her go 
as she pleases, persisting in her vain delusions, singing in lamentation for a god who 
died in delusions, who was condemned by right-thinking judges, and killed in hideous 
fashion by the worst of deaths.”97 porphyry also composed a multi-volume work (or 
collection of works) eventually known as Against the Christians.98 modern scholars 
have attempted to reconstruct some of the contents, based upon secondary excerpts.99 
T. d. Barnes has described Against the Christians as “the largest, most learned and most 
dangerous of all the ancient literary attacks on Christianity.”100 porphyry “could not 
be laughed off as an ignorant and ill-informed critic.”101

porphyry derided Christianity as “an irrational and unexamined pistis,” and he 
called Christians “impious” and “atheists” for throwing aside their ancestral gods.102 
he portrayed the apostles and evangelists as “poor country bumpkins (rusticani et 
pauperes) who performed second-rate magic merely ‘for profit’.”103 he maintained that 
the evangelists manipulated and misquoted the prophecies of the hebrew scriptures,104 
that the gospels contradicted one another,105 and that paul was erroneous and incon-
sistent in his own writings.106 porphyry argued that the book of daniel was written as 
prophecy ex eventu in the second century bce.

lactantius reports hearing two anti-Christian polemicists speak at diocletian’s 
court immediately before the outbreak of the “great persecution,” and some modern 
scholars believe that one of the pair was porphyry.107 The other was most probably 
sossianus hierocles, governor of Bithynia.108 scholars debate the dating of hierocles’ 
work, Lover of Truth, although michael simmons argues that an edition was circu-
lating in the eastern provinces by c. 303.109 hierocles depicted apollonius of Tyana 
(a pagan wonder-worker) as a holy-man possessed with divine qualities, while he 
portrayed Jesus as a brigand, and a leader of low-class disciples. hierocles contrasted 
pagan “well-established judgment” with “the easy credulity of Christians.”110 “For 
whereas we reckon him who wrought such feats not a god, but only a man pleasing 
to the gods, they on the strength of a few miracles proclaim their Jesus a god.”111 
simmons notes how the Lover of Truth reveals significant information concerning the 
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background of the pagan–Christian conflict leading into the great persecution, the 
relationship between pagan intellectuals and the religious policies of the Tetrarchy, 
the polemical focus upon miracles and prophecy, and the development of the apolo-
getic genre in the late Roman empire.112

Celsus, porphyry, and hierocles embodied the “increasingly hostile attack upon 
Christianity by some of the best representatives of the cultured classes of the Roman 
empire.”113 These opponents caused Christians to clarify the issues, refine many 
arguments, and take positive corrective measures. one should not assume that “this 
response would have been formulated in the absence of the challenge.”114

Recurring themes

intellectual opponents caricatured Christianity as appealing to those deemed as 
social inferiors.115 in the words of Celsus, Christianity appealed to women, slaves, 
and children.116 Critics also highlighted the “barbarian” character of Christianity, in 
contrast with the cultural achievements of the greeks.117 as a corollary to such “social 
prejudice,” pagans frequently looked down upon the Christian scriptures, which 
seemed “uncouth and barbaric” and “grated on the sensibilities” of the educated.118 “it 
is difficult,” explains a. h. m. Jones, “for us to appreciate how serious an obstacle this 
was.”119 Christian authors sought to ease the tension by employing allegorical inter-
pretation.120 and when pagan polemicists insisted upon the superiority and antiquity 
of greco-Roman culture, Christian apologists countered that the classical greek 
writings borrowed from moses.121

at the same time, there was no hard-and-fast boundary between the clamor of 
the ignorant masses and the intellectual critiques of the literary elites. The intel-
lectual critics were not immune to adopting (or even inciting) popular accusations. 
For instance, marcus Cornelius Fronto accused Christians of incest and cannibalism. 
pliny asked Trajan whether the Christians were to be punished merely for the sake 
of the name itself (“Christian”), or was it necessary to find them guilty of affiliated 
offenses (flagitia cohaerentia nomini)? pliny, it is true, made the effort to investigate 
Christian meetings before jumping to rash conclusions, and he found no evidence of 
such flagitia. But his question still manifests that he was a man of his times.

Christians often felt persecuted merely for the sake of the name, the nomen 
Christianum.122 Justin martyr protested, “By the mere statement of a name, nothing is 
decided, either good or evil, apart from the actions associated with the name.”123 But 
the name “Christian” was often associated with the undesirable traits of superstitio and 
obstinatio, as well as a wider “complex of guilt,” including the purported flagitia of incest 
and cannibalistic infanticide (“oedipean intercourse” and “Thyestean banquets”).124 
Tertullian complained, therefore, that the only thing necessary to incite public hatred 
was “the confession of the name of Christian, not an investigation of the charge.”125

like the pagan masses, the pagan literary figures were suspicious of Christian 
secrecy. according to Celsus, Christians conducted their business and instruction 
“in secret.”126 pagans spoke of the Christians’ “mysterious intimacy,” including their 
nocturnal gatherings.127 Their lack of altars, images, and temples within worship was 
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a telltale sign of a secret society.128 minucius Felix’s pagan interlocutor insisted that 
Christians are “a furtive race which shuns the light, mute in the open but garrulous 
in the corners.”129 secrecy was cousin to conspiracy, and although the Christians were 
secretive, they were well-organized.130

The greco-Roman critique often focused upon six recurring themes – Christianity 
as a superstitio, as “atheism,” as a novel sect, as a “blind faith,” as a magical movement 
pandering supernatural wonders, and as the source of scandalous doctrines. First, 
we have seen that pliny, suetonius, and Tacitus all agreed that Christianity was a 
superstitio.131 among the educated, the term superstitio designated irrational, fanatical, 
exotic, idiosyncratic, or degenerate religion.132 “superstition” was associated with 
irreligion and impiety (asebia).133 True religio “promoted and engendered virtue, 
justice, public morality, whereas superstition did not.”134 Therefore, in the greco-
Roman world, impiety carried political undertones of sedition. as Cicero explained, 
“in all probability the disappearance of piety towards the gods will entail the disap-
pearance of loyalty and social union among men as well, and of justice itself, the queen 
of all the virtues.”135

second, pagan critics such as Crescens, lucian, and porphyry accused Christians 
of “atheism.”136 minucius Felix’s pagan interlocutor exclaims, “They despise the 
temples as no better than sepulchers, abominate the gods, sneer at our sacred rites.”137 
Faithful Christians also refused to participate in the imperial cult, a central facet of 
public ritual.138 They would not take an oath by the emperor’s genius, nor sacrifice 
to the gods on his behalf.139 Tertullian repeats a common anti-Christian accusation 
in his Apology: “you do not worship the gods … and you do not offer sacrifice for the 
emperors.”140

Third, critics came to view Christianity as a novel sect. galen closely associated 
Christianity with Judaism (“the followers of moses and Christ”), and he merged criti-
cisms common to both. other pagan authors, however, began to discriminate between 
the two, and they used the schismatic origin of Christianity to their argumentative 
advantage. Judaism was “vindicated by its antiquity,” even if it exhibited some of the 
same exclusivistic, antisocial tendencies as Christianity.141 Christianity, however, was 
a religious upstart recently founded by a seditious leader, and Christians possessed 
neither an ethnic identity nor a national history.142 Celsus disparaged Christianity as 
a rebellious sect from a people who themselves were rebels (the Jews).143

Fourth, greco-Roman critics attacked Christianity as a blind faith.144 galen 
complained that Christianity relied upon faith and revelation rather than upon proof, 
logic, and demonstrable laws. Celsus “had no respect for religions that were based 
on faith alone, because in his opinion faith was a poor substitute for experienced 
truth.”145 porphyry likewise condemned the Christians’ “mindless and unexamined 
faith.”146 hierocles ridiculed “the easy credulity of the Christians.”147 From the pagan 
perspective, Christians naively adopted the “stupid fables” of the Jewish scriptures and 
then added their own fantastic fabrications.

Fifth, pagan “outsiders” depicted Christianity as a magical movement.148 Certain 
Christian rites such as exorcisms, glossolalia, healings, praying “in the name of Jesus,” 
and making the sign of the cross could all be viewed as magic.149 Celsus depicted Jesus 
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himself as a magician who had learned his trade in egypt.150 since both Christians and 
pagans conceded supernatural wonders, the debate centered upon the source of power. 
porphyry concluded that Christians “have performed some wonders by their magic 
arts,” but adds that “to perform wonders is no great thing.”151

sixth, pagan intellectuals critiqued the scandalous nature of specific Christian beliefs. 
For example, the Christian doctrines of incarnation, crucifixion, and atonement were 
“ludicrous” to porphyry, who maintained absolute divine transcendence, immutability, 
and impassibility.152 pagan philosophers considered “resurrection in the flesh” to be “a 
startling, distasteful idea, at odds with everything that passed for wisdom among the 
educated.”153 according to porphyry, the soul could not be saved until it was liberated 
from the body with its sensations and passions.154 “platonism,” notes simmons, “could 
teach a final salvation in and from the body, but never, as Christians professed, of 
the body.”155

Christian apocalyptic material that predicted the fall of Rome (and sometimes 
gleefully) would have been an automatic affront to Roman officials.156 The Christian 
doctrine of eternal punishment was also scandalous, and divine wrath was “held to be 
monstrous by the educated pagan.”157 Celsus mocked the belief that “god applies the 
fire like a cook,” so that “all the rest of mankind will be thoroughly roasted and they 
alone will survive.”158 Celsus reasoned that if all religions claimed the exclusive route 
to salvation, how would the earnest seeker ever choose? “are they to throw dice in 
order to divine where they may turn, and whom they are to follow?”159

pagans also opposed the notion of the particularity of god’s revelation in Jesus of 
nazareth.160 porphyry was willing to grant that Jesus was a devout man, but he recoiled 
when Christians claimed Jesus as “the sole and universal source of salvation.”161 
porphyry hunted for a soteriological via universalis, and he recommended living in 
accordance with the nous, participating in theurgical purifications, and rejecting 
bodily passions. Christian authors could borrow aspects of this philosophical program, 
but they still emphasized god’s redemptive works in history and particularity in Jesus 
Christ and thereby downplayed argumentation based upon human reason confined to 
the abstract.162 But this Christian response lies beyond the purview of this essay.
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perhaps more than for most issues, one’s starting point in speaking about Christian–
Jewish relations sets the course for one’s conclusions. To begin with stories about paul’s 
rejection by Jews in the book of acts leads often to an expectation of conflict between 
Jews and Christians in the second- and third-century sources. Focus on theological 
statements about Christology or the church often propels the reader to conclude that 
Christians did not interact a great deal with “real” Jews, but were engaged in an intense 
struggle to define Christianity. if one proposes at the outset that Christianity should be 
understood as a sect of Judaism, the sociological tools from this kit will suggest rivalry 
(between parent and child or between siblings) as the natural course, and conflict 
between the groups in their literature and in society becomes the accepted course of 
growth. assumptions about the nature of the literary evidence – dialogues, theological 
treatises, rabbinic texts, Adversus Iudaeos writings, sermons – and the place of archaeo-
logical remains, Roman imperialism, and pagan authors’ accounts significantly impact 
the argument. moreover, scholars often examine the early engagement between Jews 
and Christians with an apologetic eye to explaining current Jewish–Christian dialogue 
or suggesting paths of reconciliation. This essay will trace the history of modern 
examination of second- and third-century Christian–Jewish relations, paying special 
attention to the underlying presuppositions which motivate and shape the analysis. 
a word about terminology; i am choosing to label this study as “Christian–Jewish” 
relations rather than the more normal “Jewish–Christian” relations. my purpose in 
this is to distinguish the broad category from the narrower group of Christians who 
were either Jews by birth or who affiliated with Judaism, and thus are called “Jewish 
Christians.” This group plays a critical role in some scholars’ reconstruction of the 
relationship between Jews and Christians.

Modern history of interpretation

analysis of the Christian–Jewish relationship often begins with a nod to, if not a 
discussion of, adolf von harnack’s historical reconstruction.1 harnack assumed it to 
be normal that Christianity would supersede Judaism and assume prominence in the 
Roman empire. he argued that the “Jew” found in Christian writings was a literary 
construct exploited in an intra-Christian debate about the nature of Christianity. in 
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Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, he admitted that perhaps there lurks a real figure 
behind the text, but for the most part, harnack did not believe that he could recover 
historical Jews from Christian texts. additionally, he did not think it mattered to do 
so, for ancient Judaism was dead or dying, having deteriorated socially and religiously 
after losing to Rome in several revolts and succumbing to forces of syncretism in its 
interactions with hellenism. The Jewish missionary attitude, once pulsating, grew 
listless due to its failure to accept as full members the gentile converts; Christianity 
put right the weakness and soon surpassed its rival in numbers of adherents. Judaism 
became inwardly focused and Christianity had no substantive interaction with Jews 
from the end of the first century.

Reacting strongly against harnack’s reconstruction, marcel simon found a vibrant 
Jewish interlocutor engaged in direct, lively debate with Christians.2 Writing in 1948, 
simon argued that Jews had a compelling missionary stance which put them at odds 
with the emerging Christian church’s efforts to win converts. The two groups struggled 
against each other for pagan converts, as brothers might over an inheritance, using 
whatever means possible to win as many to their side; some label this the “conflict 
theory.”3 moreover, rabbinic Judaism did not emerge immediately after the destruction 
of the temple; Judaism in its variety continued to engage with the greco-Roman 
culture as a vital force. simon cautioned that “the split [between Christianity and 
Judaism] came into being gradually, and at different rates in different places.”4 he 
located the beginning of a hardening between the groups in the second century, with 
the rise of ecclesial structures and Talmudic writings. The second Revolt and the 
increase of anti-Jewish literature by Christian authors is a significant signpost on the 
way to full separation in the fourth century with the triumph of the church.

simon’s theory has held sway for the last quarter century, even as parts of his 
analysis have come under review. While the assumption, that conflict to one degree 
or another reflects the historical situation for Jews and Christians, has taken root 
in historians’ imaginations, certain key aspects of the theory have been called into 
question, including the contention that Judaism was a missionary religion in the first 
few centuries ce. Rather than compete for pagan converts, as the theory argues, Jews 
seemed to have welcomed gentiles interested in Judaism, while not actively proselyt-
izing.5 The antagonism of some Christian texts against Jews and Judaism is explained 
as part of the intra-Christian debate over who defines Christianity. This raises a central 
issue in understanding Christian–Jewish relations, namely how to interpret Christian 
anti-Jewish rhetoric. does it hold any connection to historical circumstances, or does 
it reflect only a constructed, symbolic Jew? do we find social reality encoded in the 
rhetoric, or are we reading a theological argument detached from actual contemporary 
Jews? if the former is chosen, then the way is opened for allowing a concrete basis for 
Christian vitriol against Jews, who apparently harassed and persecuted Christians. 
if the latter is chosen, a symbolic portrayal of Jews is privileged, and historical Jews 
are erased from the landscape. For most, the response lies somewhere in the middle, 
determined by the specific passage analyzed.

Recently the phrase, “parting of the ways,” has been used to describe Christian–
Jewish relations, wherein two religions, Christianity and Judaism, separated and began 
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establishing their own identities. some suggest this separation occurred in ce 70 or 
135, with the failed revolts and the destruction of the Temple, while others locate 
it in the period of Constantine. some argue the separation took an uneven course, 
transpiring at different times in various locales.6 The division between Judaism and 
Christianity is described as involving conflict, revealing an underlying historical inter-
change between Christians and Jews, often for a place within the city and the spoils 
of gentile converts. Representative of this position is the work edited by James d. g. 
dunn, Jews and Christians: The Parting of the Ways.7 in response to this model, adam 
Becker and annette yoshiko Reed edited a volume provocatively titled The Ways 
That Never Parted.8 These essays recommend that Jews and Christians maintained 
dynamic social interactions. additionally, daniel Boyarin argues that boundaries 
between Christians and Jews are artificial and imposed; thus he speaks of partitions.9 
Rather than “parting of the ways” he proposes that similarities might be the result 
of convergence of differences based on proximity. in a similar vein, andrew Jacobs 
suggests understanding identity-building as involving dialogue, not conflict. group 
identity-building occurs as it negotiates with the other, with each group’s identity 
being less solid, less rigid, especially near the periphery.10

Defining and describing Christian and Jew

a significant problem faces any student of Christian–Jewish relations – what consti-
tutes a Christian? one possible answer is to identify Christian with the apostolic 
Fathers, church fathers, and related Christian literature preserved in the main streams 
of the Christian tradition. This will be our approach, given the purpose of this volume. 
another tactic would be to accept self-definition; however, this would be too broad, in 
terms of potential textual and theological contact points between Jews and Christians, 
to serve our analytical purpose. in our period of the second and third centuries ce, 
the church lives under Roman imperialism and greco-Roman religion, much as do 
the Jews, with both groups negotiating this reality. unlike Jews, however, who at least 
in theory were protected under Roman law, gentile Christians faced initially sporadic 
and later systematic persecution by the Roman government. Questions of proper belief 
and practice become highly focused in such an environment, as apologists and bishops 
sought to shore up the faithful, deal with the lapsed, and defend Christianity against 
charges of antisocial crimes such as incest, infanticide, and cannibalism.

another key difficulty in describing Christian–Jewish relations is imagining what 
a particular Jewish community would look like that might engage a Christian congre-
gation, or vice versa. We cannot assume a fully functioning and dominant rabbinic 
Judaism in palestine and the diaspora during the late second and third centuries. nor 
does the evidence suggest a withdrawn, segregated Jewish community. For example, a 
Jewish funerary inscription from the imperial period identifies a father with the title 
archiatros, an honorary position bestowed by the city, given to a personal physician 
of a ruler. This inscription is representative of a significant number, indicating that 
(at least some) Jews integrated fully with the “graeco-Roman society and the ethos 
of the hellenic polis.”11 The Jewish community’s political standing is more difficult 
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to sort out. Josephus and philo speak of diaspora Jewish communities in major cities 
such as alexandria, syrian antioch, and major centers in asia minor, as having their 
own politeia (citizenship or commonwealth), and being granted isotimia (equal honor) 
or isonomia (equality under the law). What exactly these terms denote continues 
to be debated by scholars, but a general consensus recommends, not that Jews were 
citizens of the city in a technical sense of having representation on the city council, 
but rather that they had certain rights relative to their own community. in general, 
Jews were able to govern themselves according to their laws, but it is unclear how 
these laws were understood or implemented. Roman imperial behavior seems to have 
taken a benign view of Jews overall; however, tensions between greeks and Jews 
flared periodically. While Rome insisted on the fiscus Iudaicus tax (replacing the half-
shekel Temple tax) after the Temple’s destruction, Rome respected Jewish customs, 
making special exemption for Jews to practice circumcision. at the turn of the third 
century, Rome ruled that Jews could serve on city councils without having to take 
part in the greco-Roman religious ceremonies attached to those offices. Caracalla, in 
212, granted citizenship to all in the empire, including Jews. in any case, Christian 
Adversus Iudaeos material hardly does justice to the extant evidence of Jewish vitality 
and robust engagement with their social milieu.

Focusing on Roman palestine, the key question is the manner in which Jews 
recovered from the two devastating revolts. one argument contends that from the 
ashes quickly sprang rabbinic Judaism as the majority expression of Judaism. an 
alternative position suggests that the archaeological remains indicate that for many 
Jews, the defeat by the Romans shattered their faith.12 in their daily activities, many 
Jews became indistinguishable from their gentile neighbors. local fledgling rabbinic 
groups had little influence outside of their limited circles in palestine, and virtually no 
influence in the wider diaspora. The reconstruction of a particular Jewish community 
is important, not only in its own right, but also when considering anti-Jewish rhetoric 
or comments by Christians about Judaism and Jews. For example, we might ask what 
sort of Judaism Tertullian might have encountered, considering that the revolt in ce 
115–17 decimated Jewish communities for several generations in north africa.13 The 
same question can be raised concerning the possible interaction between origen and 
Jewish teachers, including rabbis, in his Roman palestine setting. We do well to ask 
when Chrysostom spoke against Christians attending the local synagogue, what sort 
of Jewish practices were followed. at this point (fourth-century antioch) did it follow 
rabbinic teachings? or was it closer to a greco-Roman association served by patrons 
who offered political and economic aid to the members? Because the evidence is sparse 
as to how quickly rabbinic Judaism became dominant outside of palestine (and even 
within palestine) we should be cautious in assuming a specific form of Jewish worship 
against which Chrysostom warns. similar questions could be asked of the Jewish 
community engaged by melito of sardis or polycarp of smyrna, figures discussed below.

Before we turn to individual authors, a summary picture of religion in the ancient 
polis is in order. Today we in the West segregate religion from the public sphere, 
understanding religious convictions to be private matters. in the ancient world, 
however, religion infused politics, education, and recreation, not simply at the 
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level of intellectual assent, but in terms of public behavior. Judaism similarly held 
an open-door policy for its synagogues. The apostle paul imagines the Christian 
community’s worship to be open to all (1 Cor. 14:23). The average gentiles, then, 
were acclimatized to attend civic festivals, processions, theater productions, as well as, 
if they so desired, stopping in at the synagogue or dropping by the Christian service. 
These events had a religious component, but were also viewed as part of the social 
and cultural fabric of Roman life. after all, Christians (and Jews) were also Romans.14

a brief look at the greco-Roman authors shows that in the early second century, 
Tacitus speaks of nero blaming Christians for Rome’s great fire; the emperor sentenced 
many to horrific deaths.15 interestingly, in his recounting, everyone in Rome knew 
who the Christians were. This implies that Christians were a discernible group, at least 
to Tacitus. The implications for identity formation and boundary construction are 
intriguing – for it suggests that Romans who followed their ancestral rites discerned 
the difference between Jews and Christians at this date. a similar confidence is 
displayed by pliny the younger in his communication with Trajan.16 he understands 
Christians to share a few characteristics, the predominant one being the refusal to pay 
homage to Caesar, but to give exclusive allegiance to their god Christ. From the Jewish 
side, the fiscus Iudaicus instituted after the failed First Revolt heightened the identity 
issue. scholars disagree as to whether gentile Christians would want to pay the tax 
and assume the protection of the synagogue, and whether the Jewish synagogue would 
permit such action. domitian’s intense enforcement of the tax may suggest that Rome 
was fairly certain it could isolate and identify Jews from their gentile neighbors.17

Ancient sources

in the first or second decade of the second century, ignatius, bishop of antioch, sent 
six letters to churches in asia minor and Rome instructing them on matters of faith 
and explaining his own journey to martyrdom in Rome. in two letters he speaks 
directly about Judaism. in his letter To the Philadelphians, he warns readers, “But if 
anyone expounds Judaism to you, do not listen to him. For it is better to hear about 
Christianity from a man who is circumcised than about Judaism from one who is not. 
But if either of them fails to speak about Jesus Christ, i look on them as tombstones 
and graves of the dead.”18 in the letter To the Magnesians, he writes, “For if we continue 
to live in accordance with Judaism, we admit that we have not received grace. For 
the most godly prophets lived in accordance with Christ Jesus.”19 in the next chapter 
he continues, “if, then, those who had lived according to ancient practices came to 
the newness of hope, no longer keeping the sabbath but living in accordance with 
the lord’s day  … .”20 and in chapter ten he urges, “it is utterly absurd to profess 
Jesus Christ and to practice Judaism. For Christianity did not believe in Judaism, 
but Judaism in Christianity.”21 These statements form the basis for discussion about 
ignatius’s interaction with Jews.

For some, these texts highlight the tension between the Christians in these 
communities and their Jewish counterparts. But the question is, which communities? 
it may be that ignatius is assuming or imposing his own syrian antioch context 
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onto the churches in asia minor. some draw a straight line from ignatius’s views as 
representing early second-century antioch to Chrysostom in fourth-century antioch; 
in the intervening 250 years, Christians remained interested in Judaism and the 
synagogue.22 others suggest that ignatius dealt with what he observed in philadelphia 
and smyrna (the two cities he visited), and used that information to address a similar 
situation in magnesia.23 if the latter is assumed, the phrase in To the Magnesians 8.1 “if 
we continue to live according to Judaism” might indicate that gentile god-fearers from 
the synagogue have migrated to the church, and are encouraging practices and beliefs 
similar to those they followed in the synagogue. Those include following sabbath, but 
also teaching a docetic Christology.24 By attacking these former god-fearers’ judaizing, 
ignatius is reasserting Christianity’s superiority over Judaism, including the local 
synagogue. perhaps some in this church are visiting the synagogue to access scriptures, 
and ignatius views this as dangerously close to Judaism.

Those unconvinced by the conflict model suggest that overall in his letter To 
the Magnesians, ignatius is responding to aberrant theology espoused by docetists, 
rather than attacking judaizing practices (11.1). By drawing on an anti-Judaic corpus 
to make analogies about what a true Christian life looks like, ignatius reinforces a 
Christian identity. Judaism is described as both living apart from grace (8.1) but also 
as that which, through the prophets, accurately foretold and professed Christianity 
(9.2, 10.3). These prophets knew the son, who was the Word (8.2); this theological 
conviction is aimed at those who would deny the “birth and the suffering and the 
resurrection that took place during the time of the governorship of pontius pilate.”25 
a similar conclusion could be drawn from assessing the statement which leads to To 
the Philadelphians 6.1, wherein ignatius praises the prophets whose messages point to 
the gospel. Thus the Christians are urged to close their ears to anyone propounding 
Judaism, because they will not present the prophets’ teaching correctly. additionally, 
6.1 can be read in light of 8.2:

For i heard some saying, “if i do not find it in the archives, i do not believe 
in the gospel” and when i said to them, “it is written,” they replied, “That 
is just the issue.” But for me “the archives” are Jesus Christ; the inviolable 
archives are his cross and death and his resurrection and the faith which 
comes through him.

(ignatius, To the Philadelphians 8.2)26

ignatius is not making a judgment on the ethnic background of the speaker as much 
as he is commenting on the proper interpretation of the scriptures.

shortly after ignatius’s letters, we encounter Justin martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho 
the Jew. Justin wrote his Dialogue in Rome, c. 155–60, after he composed his First 
Apology. yet the setting of the Dialogue is twenty-five years earlier, shortly after the 
Bar Kokhba revolt.27 eusebius claims the debate occurred in ephesus.28 The most 
immediate question raised by this genre is whether or to what extent the dialogue 
represents historical interaction between Jews and Christians. do the issues and scrip-
tures discussed reflect a living, lively exchange between at least one group of Jews and 
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Christians, or is the dialogue a vehicle whereby Christians clarify their own identity 
in an intra-Christian debate? The dominant position holds to the former assessment: 
Justin’s Dialogue to one degree or another displays actual contact between Jews and 
Christians.

Reasons given for seeing this dialogue as capturing real exchange between Jews 
and Christians include the fact that Trypho is presented favorably overall. This is no 
straw man; even though he is presented as a bit weak, he carries some flesh on his 
bones. The debate is staged as a two-day event, but probably Justin includes conversa-
tions which occurred with many Jews over time. Justin’s statements of Jewish exegesis 
and practice are judged to be generally on the mark, suggesting a decent level of 
knowledge and understanding of Judaism. in this case, Trypho’s interpretations often 
are similar to what we find in rabbinic or palestinian sources. moreover, Justin’s own 
interpretations often parallel those he speaks of as Jewish, which suggests exchange 
between Christians and Jews. such contact would be possible in samaria, Justin’s 
home area. Though he shows an awareness of Jewish thought, Justin’s rhetoric reverses 
meaning as it overturns Jewish understanding when he announces that the promises 
of god’s blessing to Jews (for example circumcision) turn out instead to be curses or 
punishment. Justin declares that circumcision served as a marker of a disobedient 
people who were set apart for punishment – punishment meted out in the failed Bar 
Kokhba revolt. Justin’s attempt at differentiation reveals historical reality as Trypho 
expresses that Jews can still be faithful to the law even with the loss of the Temple.29 
Though Justin seems to have the Jewish reader at least in part in mind, by addressing 
the pagan/gentile audience, Justin is targeting those who might be inclined to join 
the synagogue. overall, those who see real interaction between Jews and Christians in 
his presentation note the reality of a vibrant compelling Judaism that has successfully 
defended its interpretation of the law to anyone interested.

While the dominant approach to Justin’s Dialogue sees the text revealing, to one degree 
or another, historical evidence of exchange between Jews and Christians, some argue that 
Justin’s enterprise is focused on creating Christian identity.30 Boyarin identifies Justin as 
the first Christian author to define hairesis as a group outside normative tradition, moving 
from its earlier meaning as a party which held definable beliefs and practices. This fits 
with Justin’s overarching concern to identify Christianity as independent of Judaism, 
and to distinguish true from false Christians. For Boyarin, Justin defines Christianity 
theologically, and Trypho also in the Dialogue admits that some Jews are heretics.31 such 
conviction is found as well in rabbinic texts, where the term minut signifies “other” 
(not equivalent to Christian) as outside the true body of israel. Thus even as Christians 
argued about the theological limits of their group, so too did the rabbis. For example, 
according to mishnah Sanhedrin 10, sadducees are heretics because they deny the resur-
rection of the dead, a theological marker that determines who is “in” and “out” of the 
community. Both the Temple’s destruction and the rise of gentile Christianity opened 
the possibility of establishing heresy and orthodoxy as effective boundary markers. Rabbis 
did not mimic Christians in using these categories, rather the historical situation pushed 
for this response. a dialogical relationship and an intertextuality that drew from a shared 
pool of ideas informed second-century Jewish and Christian authors.
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andrew Jacobs examines Justin’s Dialogue as well as origen’s Against Celsus and 
later dialogues with an eye to the inherent multiplicity of voices present in the texts. 
Jacobs sees the Christian arguments surrounding Judaism/Jews arising not from direct 
pressure from Jewish sources or specific historical events, but from an urgent pursuit 
of Christian identity which nonetheless internalizes its “necessary” Jewishness.32 
By making the other an internal and indispensable part of one’s self definition, one 
creates an ambivalent identity, which relies upon continued dialogue to maintain its 
distinctiveness. Thus for Jacobs, we should not read the dialogues or Adversus Iudaeos 
literature as reflecting a gradual hardening of boundaries, but rather as witnessing to 
the multiple cultural and religious voices which are juxtaposed creatively to render 
a social identity. in the case of the Dialogue, Jacobs argues that Justin’s irresolution, 
finally, of Christian identity vis-à-vis Judaism is not due to a failure on Justin’s part, 
but is precisely where Justin wants to end up.

To pursue his point, Jacobs focuses on the role of Jesus’ circumcision in these 
dialogues. as in Justin’s Dialogue, he finds in origen’s Against Celsus a seemingly 
counter-intuitive stance: though Christianity transcends the law, this was realized 
at precisely the point where Jesus submitted to the law in his circumcision. in both 
accepting and repudiating the law, origen creates porous borders between Judaism 
and Christianity. Jacobs suggests that the genre of these Christian texts, dialogue 
and apology, are hardly accidental. The choice highlights the decision to incorporate 
multivalent voices, for to speak in the voice of the “other” suggests “a dialogics of 
identity that inscribes and destabilizes difference.”33 The robust Jewish character 
painted by Justin and origen could, but need not, reflect any particular Jewish 
community or social reality; it rather underscores the Christian author’s attempt to 
manage or control the irreducible Jewish voice that is part of the former’s identity. The 
pay-off for Justin, as Jacobs sees it, is that it allows him to maintain communication 
with Judaism, even if it is to say that his understanding is superior.

in Dialogue to Trypho 47 Justin discusses those Christians who follow Jewish law. 
This section probably reflects historical reality because this Christian group does 
not further Justin’s argument; in many ways it has the potential to weaken it. Justin 
declares that he would welcome those Jews who turned to Christ but continued 
observing the law – so long as they did not insist that others also followed the law. 
more grudgingly, he also allows for gentile Christians who had previously followed 
the law to continue to do so, with a similar caveat. Justin reveals the historical turmoil 
within the church over acceptable levels of adherence to the law. The argument 
suggests a fluid boundary between synagogue and church at least in some locations, 
and a willingness to allow for personal choice in matters of adhering to the law. Justin 
might feel obligated to make such concessions so that gentiles who choose the church 
would not turn later to the synagogue. Within fifty years, irenaeus will speak of the 
ebionites, Jewish Christians who observed the law but held a faulty Christology, 
according to the bishop.34 These Christians are arguably distinguishable from the 
nazarenes, an ethnic Jewish Christian group which held a Christology similar to the 
wider gentile orthodox community and also practiced key elements of the Jewish law. 
Jewish Christianity presents its own challenges in terms of historical reconstruction; 
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i mention it here to say that gentile Christians, to one degree or another, seem to 
make room for continued practice of the law by ethnic Jews who declare themselves 
Christian. Whether this group was integrated well into the larger gentile church, and 
whether the group served as a bridge between the Christian and Jewish communities 
in specific areas is a question whose definitive answer lies beyond our sources.35

in the Dialogue, Justin levels serious charges against Jews concerning aggression 
against Christians. he claims that Jews are turning public opinion against Christians 
(117.3), telling people not to talk with Christians (38.1). he declares that Jews hate 
Christians (39.1), they curse them (16.14), and even kill them (95.4, 122.2, 133.6).36 
moreover, they say a prayer, after which they scorn Jesus (137.2). This prayer is often 
identified as the Birkath ha-minim, which was reportedly introduced under gamaliel ii 
(c. ce 90–130).37 Justin connects it with pharisee teachers. This reference to pharisees 
might suggest that he is drawing on material from the new Testament for his infor-
mation, and is less concerned in presenting a historical picture than in buttressing 
his theological argument. however, Justin also notes that local synagogue leadership 
played a role in confronting Christians, which could indicate that at the community 
level, Jewish leaders engaged Christians, though perhaps not with the malice alleged 
by Justin.

one question raised by the information is whether this possible interaction between 
Christians and Jews occurred at the level of learned writers and community leaders, 
or between average members of each group. said another way, even if we grant that 
Justin’s Dialogue indicates historical interaction between Jews and Christians about 
serious theological and social matters, does this exchange take place at all levels of 
society, or within a small social group? a reconstruction of the relationship between 
Jews and Christians at this time must be sensitive to the realities of a stratified social 
order which shaped all societal interactions. a second, similar question revolves 
around the level of theological and intellectual sophistication which one can assume 
was held by average group members compared with their leaders. unfortunately the 
evidence to answer these questions is lacking, but recognition that both Jews and 
Christians would have included in their numbers some from an elite social status as 
well as numerous average members cautions scholars from drawing monochromatic 
images of each community.

From Justin’s Dialogue, we turn to the Martyrdom of Polycarp. in the 160s Bishop 
polycarp of smyrna was martyred, and the account of his death includes brief refer-
ences to Jewish collusion. The focus of this work is hagiographic; the purpose is 
instruction for the faithful. many details in the martyrdom suggest the story is best 
understood as an imitatio Christi, which necessitates that Jews should appear in at least 
one scene. similarities to the gospels include that the arresting officer’s name is herod; 
moreover, polycarp is betrayed by one from his own household. he is arrested on a 
Friday, and rides to the city on a donkey.38 The crowd cries for his blood, even though 
the chief magistrate does not want to convict him.39 polycarp is pierced in his side.40 
The Jews are able to convince the officers not to release the body to the Christians.41 
The parallels to Jesus’ crucifixion are noteworthy, but that does not immediately rule 
out the possibility that the story also has historical information. however, in terms 
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of Jewish complicity, the reader is asked to believe that Jews would gather wood on 
the sabbath and to cry out that polycarp is a destroyer of our gods (plural); neither 
action is generally attributed to Jews at this time.42 moreover, one wonders whether 
Jews would want to make themselves known at a time of such religious fervor amongst 
the gentile townsfolk.43 Thus the Martyrdom of Polycarp does not reflect a social world 
of second-century Christianity and Judaism, but rather only the theological identity 
construction of Christianity. given the pedagogical purpose of the text, however, its 
social ramifications might include Christians distancing themselves in their everyday 
lives from their Jewish neighbors.44

While theological factors clearly drive the author’s views on Jews, some hold 
historical information may still be mined from the text.45 For example, the detail 
about wood-gathering on sabbath might reveal a Jewish community well integrated 
with its gentile neighbors, and thus not opposed to attending events in the stadium. 
even more, though we do not have conclusive evidence that Jews participated in 
persecution of Christians, rivalry for pagan converts might escalate to persecution.

a third important genre that plays a role in interpreting Christian–Jewish relations 
is the Christian sermon. perhaps none is so famous (or infamous) as melito of sardis’s 
paschal homily, which has the dubious distinction of being the earliest extant writing 
to charge the Jews with deicide. a typical interpretation suggests that melito, as a 
member of the small Christian group, is reacting against the large, vibrant Jewish 
community in sardis.46 initially this thesis was supported by an archaeological discovery 
of a sizeable synagogue adjacent to the city’s gymnasium. later reconsideration of the 
synagogue’s dating, however, moves the structure’s function as synagogue to the late 
third or fourth century. nonetheless, many scholars extrapolate that conditions were 
similar in the century and a half before the present synagogue, pointing to evidence 
in Josephus of a flourishing Jewish community in the hellenistic period.47 Thus a 
fairly continuous line is drawn between the first century bce and the fourth century 
ce in terms of the vibrancy and vitality of the Jewish community, which maintained 
its exclusive identity but also adapted to the changing pagan environment. With 
this reconstruction of the Jewish community as a backdrop, melito’s On Pascha is 
evaluated as the fierce, yet ironically pathetic, outburst of a marginalized voice seeking 
social and political clout for his group.

an alternative view argues that the theological language and categories used 
by melito do not reflect directly a social reality of Jews and Christians in sardis. 
Questioned is the assumption that the Jewish community of the fourth century is 
reliably the same as the Jewish community which preceded it by 150 years. even if this 
historical continuity is granted, must we assume that the Christians in sardis were a 
small, oppressed group led by an overwhelmed pastor? Tertullian praises melito as an 
elegant preacher, suggesting a level of education that implies some wealth which is not 
the sort of profile that would be easily intimidated.48 indeed, even if we were to allow 
both the large Jewish community and the small Christian one, we need not assume 
that the social “inferiors” would hold animosity against the larger group. For example, 
from the same period, Theophilus of antioch (a city with a large Jewish population), 
in his apology To Autolycus, does not attack Jews; indeed, he praises both the law49 and 
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the “hebrews” as the Christians’ ancestors.50 Theophilus’s posture concerning Jews or 
Judaism cautions against assuming that Christian apologists were, by default, antago-
nistic towards the synagogue. The rhetoric against Jews in the On Pascha should not be 
softened by suggesting a battered minority group striking out at its oppressors. instead, 
its theological claims should be taken at face value, and by arguing that its descrip-
tions of Jews come from the first century (details which are found in new Testament 
writings), the force of the anti-Jewish argument is accentuated. That is, rather than 
suggest this homily is an isolated, unrepeated tirade against a large social group this 
approach gives full weight to the implications for Christian anti-Jewish claims and 
identity-making in the second century and beyond.

By the end of the second century, Adversus Iudaeos literature is produced by key 
figures such as Tertullian from north africa and irenaeus in gaul. The anti-Jewish 
arguments share similarities with the condemnation of heresy, leading some to 
conclude that the attacks against Jews are essentially a veiled assault against Christians 
with whom the author disagrees. For example, in Tertullian’s Antidote for the Scorpion’s 
Sting 10, we find the phrase “synagogues of the Jews, founts of persecution.”51 does this 
descriptor reflect a historical context wherein Jews in at least some locales harassed 
Christians? While some cite this phrase as evidence for aggression by Jews against 
Christians, others note that Tertullian finishes this line with “before which the apostles 
endured the scourge.” he defines this synagogue as that of the first century, even more, 
a synagogue described to serve his theological point that martyrdom is to be praised 
(this against the gnostics). a similar argument can be made about irenaeus’s claims 
of Jews plotting against Christians and persecuting them.52 The charge is found in his 
argument describing the transfer of blessing from esau to Jacob, which is understood 
to speak about reassigning the blessing of the Jews to the church. as Jacob suffered 
the anger of his brother, so too the church experiences suffering from the Jew – the 
theological claim is not elaborated upon with any specific historical details. such 
silence reinforces the sense that irenaeus is not thinking of actual aggression by Jews 
against Christians, but is rather filling out his typological schema.

irenaeus’s reaction against the heretics was in part driven by larger historical 
forces. The sporadic, localized, but nonetheless intense, Roman persecutions that 
had taken his teacher, polycarp, resulted in the migration of many Christians of asia 
minor, including irenaeus, to gaul and elsewhere. in the persecutions of ce 177, his 
predecessor, pothinus, bishop of lyons, was killed. additionally, the failed Bar Kokhba 
revolt created a new reality in Judea. Jerusalem was off limits to Jews (it was renamed 
aelia Capitolina), and many fled not to alexandria, the city which experienced its 
own Jewish uprising a few decades earlier, but to the villages of galilee, where rabbinic 
Judaism was developing. This expression of Judaism reflected a social, political, and 
philosophical milieu different from that of the early second-century Trypho, or 
Celsus’s Jew.

into this new environment steps origen, born and educated in alexandria, but 
who moved to Caesarea maritima to spend his last twenty years (ce 185–254). he 
claims that he engaged with Jews in discussions of scriptural exegesis, and that he was 
competent in hebrew.53 his work, On First Principles, written in alexandria, sets out a 
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method for reading scripture that establishes a higher, spiritual sense beyond the fleshly 
or literal sense.54 The latter is a legitimate starting point, but the reader is encouraged 
to seek deeper, spiritual meanings. origen draws on paul’s letters for support of the 
higher sense, and accuses “the Jews” of failing to recognize a spiritual interpretation. 
his indictment is ironic, given his willingness to draw on the allegorical insights of 
philo of alexandria, whom he identifies not as a Jew, but as one of “our predecessors.” 
his work on the versions of the septuagint, the Hexapla, points to a scholar interested 
in the underlying hebrew text (i.e., the Jewish text), and his encyclopedic knowledge 
of the scriptures, together with his hermeneutical interest in the details of the biblical 
text, could be seen to reflect interaction with Jewish learning.

With origen we have what appears to be concrete evidence of interaction between 
a Christian and Jews, and most identify these interlocutors as rabbinic Jews.55 in 
several places in Against Celsus, origen states that he has either disputed with Jews 
or has engaged with their exegesis. origen asserts that his first-hand knowledge of 
local Jewish history, local culture, and language – over against Celsus’s fictitious Jew – 
provides a solid basis for refuting Celsus’s critique of Christianity.56 his letter to the 
Christian africanus (To Africanus) includes several claims about his interaction with 
Jews. in promoting the septuagint as the church’s scriptures, origen claims to have 
learned the differences between it and the Jewish scriptures so that he can debate 
with Jews on an equal footing, rather than have them mock him for not knowing the 
texts. he also professes to have spoken with several Jews, including a very learned 
man, the son of a sage. From other evidence we know that rabbis were expanding 
their influence in the region, so conversations between such academics is not outside 
the realm of possibility. how reliable are origen’s comments about Jews’ opinions 
and positions? This question is complicated both by the polemical nature of origen’s 
appeals to Jews and by the difficulties involved in establishing historical contexts for 
rabbinic writings.

although origen’s works are important for the study of Christian–Jewish relations, 
some scholars are perhaps too eager to see rapprochement between origen and his 
rabbinic compatriots, viewing it as an ancient model for modern dialogue. presenting 
origen’s thought as influenced predominately by his interactions with developing 
rabbinic thought may lead to painting a double-faced origen – in public antagonistic 
towards Jews, but in private, much more sympathetic. instead, one might argue that 
origen found his theological inspiration, not in his dialogue with Jewish interlocutors, 
but from the apostle paul’s works.57 Finally, if origen knew at least a bit of hebrew, 
it is possible, and perhaps even likely, that his teachers were Jewish Christians. This 
raises the possibility that origen’s primary information concerning Jewish exegesis was 
acquired from those Jews who embraced the church.

Those who study Christian–Jewish relations in the second and third centuries 
generally agree on at least one point: both Judaism and Christianity, regardless of 
their actual numbers, included vibrant local communities within many Roman 
cities. They each interacted with the dominant greco-Roman cultures in ways that 
sought to preserve their distinct identity and yet negotiate as a minority group in 
the commerce and politics of the day. We must also take into account the highly 
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stratified Roman culture, recognizing that wealthy Christians or Jews would have a 
different social experience relative to their greco-Roman neighbors than would poor 
or average members of the congregation. The protected legal status of the Jews and 
the intermittent persecution of Christians by Rome certainly played a part in how 
Christians and Jews interacted socially. it is not surprising, then, given the numerous 
contingencies and the paucity of our information, that numerous theories as to the 
interaction (direct and indirect) between these two groups have generated a range of 
diverse opinions.
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apocrypha and martyrdom

J. K. Elliott

now when severus also was stirring up persecution against the churches 
splendid martyrdoms of the champions of piety were accomplished everywhere, 
but especially frequently in alexandria. god’s champions were taken there as 
to a grand arena from egypt and the whole of Thebes. They, through their 
most steadfast endurance, were wreathed with the crowns that come from god.

Thus begins the sixth book of the Ecclesiastical History by eusebius (260–340). That 
work is filled with tales of martyrs’ deaths, often told in gruesome detail. stories of 
early martyrdoms are to be found in a variety of sources:

1 There exist separate accounts of martyrdoms based on what on the face of it seem 
to be authentic law-court transcripts. These are the acta of Christians martyrs.1

2 Within that amorphous body of early non-canonical literature commonly called 
the apocryphal new Testament are the apocryphal acts, telling of the deeds and 
deaths of famous apostles. many writers on early martyrdoms ignore these quasi 
novels, although eusebius knew of some of them. Ecclesiastical History 3.25.6 refers 
to the Acts of Andrew and the Acts of John. eusebius fails to use their contents, 
probably because he branded them unorthodox.

3 elsewhere, accounts of the martyrdoms of pagan noblemen have also survived in 
extant manuscripts; those are generally known as The Acts of Pagan Martyrs.

4 Jewish martyrdoms are described in the books of maccabees.

This varied literature has, as a common theme, the extolling of those who died 
for their faith or principles, whose example is to be followed and whose memory  
is hallowed.

a formgeschichtliche approach to the acta of the Christian martyrs and to the 
apocryphal acts shows common characteristics  – beatings and imprisonments, 
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conventional dramatis personae (including wealthy tyrants and women converts) and 
the theatrical stage-settings of arena or law court, and, usually, a judicial sentence. an 
analysis of similarities, such as the reactions of onlookers or the inclusion of visions, 
is presented by h. musurillo.2 But many of the parallels and similarities in this type of 
literature are inevitable, given the traditions behind the subject matter.3

martyrdom stories were important, inspirational, and popular. in Christian tradition 
the Te Deum can include the “noble army of martyrs” alongside the glorious company 
of the apostles and the goodly fellowship of the prophets. such was their reputation.

This survey will examine the apocryphal acts and the possible influences, sources, 
and background to such writings. We shall then turn to the acta of the Christian 
martyrs, before looking at the relevance and importance of these and the apocryphal 
acts for subsequent generations of Christians. a concluding section looks at the 
pagan martyrdom stories. But, first, the term “martyr” needs clarifying.

The word “martyr”

The Oxford English Dictionary defines a martyr as “a person who voluntarily undergoes 
the death penalty for refusing to renounce the Christian faith or a Christian doctrine, 
for persevering in a Christian virtue or for obeying a law of the church.” it is thus, 
specifically Christian, although the dictionary allows a broader definition: “a person 
who undergoes death or great suffering on behalf of any religious or other cause or as 
a consequence of devotion to some object.”

We shall concentrate on the original Christian definition which derives from 
martu~, who in acts 1:8, 22 is a witness to the life and resurrection of Jesus. (in classical 
literature a martu~ was a witness in a court of law and in many of the apocryphal acts 
and the accounts of Christian martyrdom more generally that legal context is often 
present.)

By the time the book of Revelation was written the martu~ was being remembered for 
having made the ultimate sacrifice in a time of persecution. Revelation 16:6 and 17:6 is 
alert to the blood of the saints and the martyrs. These were singled out for special rewards 
during the millennial rule of Christ (see Rev. 20:4–6, with its reference to those beheaded 
dia thn marturian Ihsou, which is particularly significant if Ihsou is an objective 
genitive here). Revelation 2:13 refers to a named but otherwise unknown martyr, antipas.

a martyr is therefore a Christian believer who gives his or her life or allows his or 
her life to be taken specifically in times of persecution. The death in itself thereby 
then becomes the witness and is a testimonial.

Whereas voltaire claims that a punishment may be inflicted “pour encourager les 
autres” (scil. from behaving badly), the aim of the death of the Christian martyr is not 
to dissuade others from a forbidden course of action but, rather, precisely to encourage 
them to fight the good fight and to follow this model.

The death of the Christian martyr is not a suicide, which is negative. martyrdom 
has to be presented and succeed as a positive act, a willing acceptance of fate for 
the purpose of maintaining and promoting one’s faith. and it is obviously different 
from modern military use, where a fallen combatant fighting a totalitarian regime, 
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for example, may be described as having made the ultimate sacrifice  – in effect as 
a martyr  – and where heroes may be poignantly described on headstones and on 
war memorials as dying for a higher cause than self, such as for King and Country, 
Vaterland, or for la république. (Those references may be allied to the language used 
in pagan sources such as those in which fallen heroes are brought to Walhalla by the 
valkyre to have an honourable final resting place amidst fellow heroes.) unlike such 
cases Christian martyrdom requires a choice to have been available: death itself could 
have been avoided, albeit only at a price the Christian was unwilling to pay.

The apocryphal Acts4

Readers of that genre of ancient Christian literature known as the apocryphal acts 
find that the conclusion of each of the legends about the eponymous apostolic figure 
is a detailed account of his death, usually by execution. Four of the main five second-
century acts (those of andrew, paul, peter and of Thomas) have their heroes die as a 
martyr at the hands of the imperial authorities. (The conclusion to the Acts of John is 
exceptional, in that John merely lies in his grave and dies.)

The Acts of Thomas has survived virtually complete in extant manuscripts, so that 
its second-century contents can be relatively easily restored. But the other four are very 
fragmented: large portions of the original writings have been lost and it is only with 
difficulty that modern scholars can reconstruct much of the remainder from fragments, 
later rewritings, and citations. But despite this fragmentation and destruction, it is 
noteworthy that it is the concluding sections of all these books, telling of the apostle’s 
death, that have survived virtually intact.

several church fathers objected to the contents of these apocryphal texts, partly 
because of their relatively recent composition, compared with the books that 
eventually were promoted as canonical and accepted to form the new Testament, 
and partly because of their contents being magical, superstitious, uncritical or 
(occasionally) tinged with gnostic or other “unorthodox” ideologies. Those objec-
tions encouraged the destruction of many such texts or their rewriting in expurgated 
and catholicized versions (called réchauffés by m. R. James) or their being circulated 
in clandestine copies.5 however, their conclusions seem to have enjoyed a degree of 
acceptance based on their survival. eventually the tales of the deaths of the apostles 
as separate accounts in their own right became part of the growing hagiographical 
writings of the church.

a typical example of a martyrdom story in the apocryphal acts is in the Acts of 
Andrew. in the scene of andrew’s death we read:

and when aegeates again attempted to approach the wood to untie andrew, 
the entire city was in an uproar at him. The apostle andrew shouted: “o 
master, do not permit andrew, the one tied to your wood, to be untied again. 
o Jesus, do not give me to the shameless devil, i who am attached to your 
mystery. o Father, do not let your opponent untie me, i who am hanging 
upon your grace. may he who is little no longer humiliate the one who has 
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known your greatness. But you yourself, o Christ, you whom i desired, whom 
i loved, whom i know, whom i possess, whom i cherish, whose i am, receive 
me, so that by my departure to you there may be a reunion of my many 
kindred, those who rest in your majesty.” When he had said these things 
and further glorified the lord, he handed over his spirit, so that we wept and 
everyone grieved his departure.

(Acts of Andrew 63[9])

another telling example occurs in the Acts of Paul. prior to the account of paul’s 
beheading we read:

and among the many paul also was brought in fetters. Those who were 
imprisoned with him looked at him, so that the emperor observed that he was 
the leader of the soldiers. and he said to him, “man of the great king, now 
my prisoner, what induced you to come secretly into the Roman empire and 
to enlist soldiers in my territory?” But paul, filled with the holy spirit, said 
in the presence of all, “Caesar, we enlist soldiers not only in your territory 
but in all lands of the earth. For thus we are commanded to exclude none 
who wishes to fight for my king. if it seems good to you serve him, for neither 
riches nor the splendours of this life will save you; but if you become his 
subject and beseech him you shall be saved. For in one day he will destroy the 
world.” having heard this nero commanded all the prisoners to be burned 
with fire, but paul to be beheaded according to the law of the Romans.

(Acts of Paul, martyrdom 3)

paul’s example in this second-century account spawned many imitators.6 The 
confession found in this last extract above is comparable to the witness given in many 
of the acta of Christian martyrs (see below). another parallel between the apocryphal 
Acts and the acta is the judgement of the women onlookers in the Acts of Paul 27 
“impious judgment, evil judgment” which corresponds to comparable words in one of 
Christian acta, The Martyrdom of Carpus, Papylus and Agathonice 45. There are many 
other similarities between the two corpora.

in the Acts of Peter, the famous Quo vadis? scene is an exception to the normal 
theme of the apostle’s unswerving constancy, in that peter is about to desert his duty 
until he is strengthened by an appearance of the risen Christ, whose words shame 
peter into returning to Rome to face death by crucifixion.7 possibly that episode was 
occasioned by a reminiscence of peter’s vulnerable character known from the new 
Testament. peter’s death for “godlessness” then results in his request to be crucified 
head downwards. The title for this final part of the Acts of Peter is “The martyrdom 
of peter” found before chapter 33 in the patmos manuscript 48 and before chapter 
30 in the athos manuscript vatopedi 84. such headings are found mutatis mutandis 
in manuscripts of most of the early acts, showing that these final chapters were 
ready for separation from what precedes, and acknowledging them as detachable 
units.
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peter’s acceptance that he is to die results in this statement to the sorrowing 
brethren: “i will not object so long as the lord will keep me alive; and again if he will 
take me away i shall be glad and rejoice.”8 That represents the dominant attitude to 
death and martyrdom promulgated by the church – one should not court death but, 
should the need arise, then a willing acceptance is to be encouraged if it is in the cause 
of faith. We shall encounter that message elsewhere, below.

These second-century apocryphal stories of the apostles gave rise to later secondary 
versions. in the cases of peter and/or paul, for example, we have pseudo-linus, Passion 
of Peter and Passion of Paul; pseudo-marcellus, Passion of Saints Peter and Paul.

The climaxes to “biographies” of the early apostles were obviously sympathetically 
received, and certainly were officially welcomed more than the bulk of the original 
contents, particularly in a Christian society that regularly found solace and encour-
agement in reading of the founding fathers of the church being subjected, as they 
themselves occasionally were, to persecution and prosecution. We note below when 
some of those times of persecution actually occurred.

although it was obviously the death by martyrdom of these apostolic heroes that 
was particularly inspirational, many of their earlier deeds, tribulations, and experi-
ences would also have struck a chord with persecuted Christians too. That would 
explain the occasional survival of stories in which, for instance, Thecla, a rare 
example of a female apostle (in the Acts of Paul), is miraculously saved from burning 
on a pyre (see here below). she is saved from death itself, even when she is confronted 
by a lioness, then by wild beasts in the arena, and later exposed to seals in a pool (also 
abstracted below); she has to endure humiliations such as these (and was willing to 
accept martyrdom) in her progress as a Christian:

and the boys and girls brought wood and straw in order that Thecla might 
be burned. and when she came in naked the governor wept and admired the 
power that was in her. and the executioners arranged the wood and told her 
to go up on the pile. and having made the sign of the cross she went up on 
the pile. and they lighted the fire. and though a great fire was blazing it did 
not touch her. For god, having compassion upon her, made an underground 
rumbling, and a cloud full of water and hail overshadowed the theatre from 
above, and all its contents were poured out so that many were in danger of 
death. and the fire was put out and Thecla saved.

(Acts of Paul 22)

Then they sent in many beasts as she was standing and stretching forth her 
hands and praying. and when she had finished her prayer she turned around 
and saw a large pit full of water and said, “now it is time to wash myself.” and 
she threw herself in saying, “in the name of Jesus Christ i baptize myself on 
my last day.” When the women and the multitude saw it they wept and said, 
“do not throw yourself into the water!”; even the governor shed tears because 
the seals were to devour such beauty. she then threw herself into the water in 
the name of Jesus Christ, but the seals, having seen a flash of lightning, floated 
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dead on the surface. and there was round her a cloud of fire so that the beasts 
could neither touch her nor could she be seen naked.

(Acts of Paul 34)

The background to these stories, though not their details, may well lie ultimately 
in actual court transcripts of those accused of religious beliefs that were inimical to 
Roman society and its laws (and we shall look later at some possible protocols) and in 
eyewitnesses’ reminiscences of killings in an arena; but, obviously, it was the accounts 
of Christ’s sufferings and passion that would have been uppermost in the storytellers’ 
minds. They would also be alert to scriptural, that is old Testament, tales in which 
the hero accepts death. as always, it is worth investigating Jewish antecedents for 
Christian stories, beliefs, and theology. We shall first examine Jewish texts before 
turning to pagan and Christian influences on the writers of these apocryphal tales.

Jewish precedents

The Old Testament
There are six characters that are often put forward as examples of voluntary death 
in the old Testament: abimelech (Judg. 9:50–57); saul and his armour-bearer (1 
sam. 31:1–13, but cf. 1 Chron. 10:4; 2 sam. 1:1–16); samson (Judg. 16:28–31); 
ahithophel (2 sam. 17:23); Zimri (1 Kings 16:15–20).9 droge and Tabor, throughout 
their book on suicide and martyrdom among Christians and Jews in antiquity, are 
determined to emphasize the lack of condemnation in these examples from the 
hebrew Bible, as is also the case for the examples they cite from other ancient litera-
tures.10 Further old Testament examples of characters seeking death are Jonah, who is 
thrown overboard at his own request (Jon. 1:12; 4:3, 8); moses and elijah, who pray 
for death (exod. 32:32; num. 11:15; 1 Kings 19:4); and Zebah and Zalmunna, who 
desire gideon to kill them in Judges 8:18–21. such examples show that the desire for 
death is not condemned in these stories – the intention heightens the theatricality of 
the narratives, comparable as these are to similar scenes found in classical drama. But 
even where the hero does in fact achieve his ambition for voluntary death, these old 
Testament stories are hardly on a par with the martyr literature of later times. They 
are seldom public events; the deaths are publicized only in the sense that they occur 
in a subsequent storytelling.

nevertheless, the motive for most of the voluntary deaths in these old Testament 
examples is consistent with the later stories of martyrdom. abimelech, though 
wounded, kills himself to avoid the indignity of a woman killing him. The choice 
for him was an honourable death at once and an unbearably disgraceful one in the 
immediate future. saul and the armour-bearer fall on their swords to prevent the 
uncircumcised killing them. The deaths are tragic and noble. samson’s pulling down 
the temple which kills him and his adversaries is again explained as an inevitable and 
unavoidable way of averting humiliation.

There is therefore a noble cause that is espoused or, rather, the avoidance of a 
dishonourable ending for the hero. The death is no reckless or self-indulgent act. The 
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stories are exemplary, as the later martyrdom stories were to be. They are intended to 
encourage and hearten the reader to put a noble cause above self. in all cases (even 
when the main character is a traitor) the events are seen as divinely ordered.

a change in hebrew writing occurred once belief in an afterlife developed and 
took hold. Whereas in earlier times the desire was for deliverance from the troubles 
of this life (as in books like Job or ecclesiasticus, which caution against voluntary 
death by emphasizing the value of life), in hellenistic times we observe that a belief in 
immortality carries with it the promise of a better future beyond death. a transformed 
universe is thus envisaged and self-sacrifice becomes possible and is even a desirable 
goal.

The Old Testament Apocrypha and pseudepigrapha
it is later in the old Testament apocryphal texts that the concept of martyrdom and 
the efficacy of such behaviour is advocated. The persecutions related in the books of 
maccabees are comparable to the onslaughts on Christianity in its early centuries, and 
they provide the context for stories in which heroes withstand dreadful tortures and 
death rather than surrender their beliefs. Thus we read in 1 maccabees 6:44 of eleazar 
avaran who gave his life to save his people and to win for himself an everlasting name. 
his death is therefore no selfish act: it results in positive benefits. 2 maccabees 6:10–12 
details punishments and martyrdoms designed “not to destroy but to discipline our 
people.”

a different eleazar appears in 2 maccabees 6:18–31; he refuses to eat swine’s flesh 
and welcomes death with honour “rather than life with pollution” and “he went up to 
the rack of his own accord.” We compare this with the early Christian martyrs’ refusal 
to sacrifice to Roman gods (see below). in the case of Razis (2 macc. 14:37–46), his 
particularly gory end is self-inflicted because he is accused by the Romans of Judaism 
“for which he had with all zeal risked life and limb” (2 macc. 14:38). Razis prefers to 
kill himself rather than surrender, and, in so doing, he is alert to his own imminent 
bodily resurrection (14:46). The story of the mother and her seven sons in 2 macc. 
7:1–41 again starts as a refusal to eat pork. each of her seven sons in turn is tortured 
and killed.

in 4 maccabees 17:1 the mother of the seven sons kills herself. Fourth maccabees 
5–17:1 repeats the stories of second maccabees 6:18–7:41 in even more lurid detail, 
showing the ongoing relevance of the original tales for the edification of later genera-
tions. in these rewritings, the deaths now bring vicarious atonement for sinful israel. 
Fourth maccabees is usually dated to the first century ce.11 The stories were retold at 
annual commemorations to celebrate the martyr’s death at his supposed death site (as 
may be seen from clues in 4 macc. 1:10; 3:19; 17:7–10).

These accounts of maccabean martyrs were clearly more of an influence on Christian 
writers than the earlier old Testament stories of voluntary deaths. The stories of 
eleazar and of the mother and her seven sons are recalled in two Christian acta: The 
Martyrdom of Marian and James 13.1 and The Martyrdom of Montanus and Lucius 16.4. 
origen in his Exhortation to Martyrdom (written to persecuted Christians in Caesarea 
in 235) cites the examples of these maccabean martyrs. For origen martyrdom was 
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seen as a second baptism and as a means of achieving forgiveness of sins (Exhortation 
30; cf. Homilies on Leviticus 2.4). Fourth maccabees influenced gregory of nazianzus, 
John Chrysostom, ambrose, and augustine. These Fathers read it as a Christian text, 
the Jewish martyrs being portrayed as Christian proto-martyrs. gregory’s oration on 
the martyrs says that these Jews lived according to the cross even though they lived 
before Jesus!12 augustine in City of God 18.36 explains that the books of maccabees 
were preserved by the church because of their stories about martyrdom.13 The heroic 
actions of the main characters show that their deaths were to have vicarious benefits. 
The martyrs were eager to die in the face of opposition to their beliefs – and they are 
thus worthy precursors to Christians who shared those attitudes.

Josephus
Josephus (37–100) certainly belongs to a similar school of thought. he retells the 
stories of the six old Testament examples of suicides, noted above, branding their 
deaths as honourable.14 Those deaths were portrayed as examples for posterity’s sake. 
To die by one’s own hand here shows a noble escape from intolerable conditions 
and that message was especially relevant for those martyred under antiochus iv 
“epiphanes.”15

it is, of course, Josephus to whom we turn for details of the masada episode, when 
960 volunteers died rather than succumb to capture by Rome.16 Contrary to Josephus’s 
speech condemning suicide by his surviving forty troops at Jotapata, when he judged 
the situation worth overcoming in order to effect subsequent change, at masada 
circumstances were such that voluntary death is accepted as inevitable and thus 
approved of.17 The creation of martyrs then was deemed to be efficacious.

Rabbinic writings
similar attitudes to martyrdom are also found within Jewish writings from later 
Christian centuries. even though the teachings of the Rabbis strongly preserve 
the sanctity of human life, nonetheless even in some Rabbinic texts the benefits 
of martyrdom for one’s faith are found; these are similar to Christians’ warnings 
that one must not deliberately put one’s life in danger, but that occasionally 
martyrdom is to be encouraged. see for instance Leviticus Rabbah 32.1, extolling 
the virtuous deaths of Jewish martyrs at Roman hands, and the reasons for their 
martyrdom:

What is the reason that you go forth to be stoned? Because i circumcised my 
son. What is the reason that you go forth to be burned? Because i have kept 
the sabbath. What is the reason that you go forth to be killed? Because i have 
eaten unleavened bread.

Pagan literature

Jewish literature would have been supplemented by the tales of heroic deaths told 
in greek and Roman sources. For example, the philosophic schools of the stoics, 



imiTaTions in liTeR aT uRe and liFe

95

the Cynics, and the epicureans encouraged voluntary death if the circumstances for 
such an action were present. pagan examples often refer to the death of socrates, as 
idealized by plato. also plato in Phaedo allows for voluntary death when god brings 
compulsion to bear on an individual. divine initiative in the form of a sign was looked 
for. That was why Cato’s suicide was approved of by Cicero.

First-century Christian precedents

above all, it was Christ’s example of giving his own life that needed to be followed. 
although Christians may have taught that Jesus’ self-sacrifice was uniquely redemptive 
and a once-and-for-all act that left no need for any subsequent comparable action by 
believers, nonetheless his followers were expected to emulate his career. (see 1 pet. 
3:18, regardless of which of the principal textual variants are accepted as original, 
and 1 pet. 2:21 where Christians are enjoined to follow Jesus’ footsteps and to suffer.) 
martyrdom was recognized and extolled as compatible with Christ’s vicarious sacrifice. 
despite the teaching that those who were united in Christ through baptism (Rom. 
6:4) were already sharing in the benefits of his resurrection and were confident in their 
assurance of eternal life, the urge and urgency to pass over prematurely to join the 
risen Christ became dominant at certain stages in the first two Christian centuries, 
precisely because death was believed not to be final.

Jesus dies not by his own hand but because of his own decision to surrender his life. 
he is portrayed as having an awareness that he is following the divine plan which, 
inevitably, he is destined to complete, as is seen in John 10:18: “no one takes my life 
from me. i give it up of my own free will. i have the right to give it up, and i have 
the right to take it back. That is what my Father has commanded me to do” (cf. John 
8:21–29).

as the primary participant in the divine plan, Jesus could not have avoided his 
death, as the gethsemane incident in the synoptic gospels makes plain (mark 14:36 
and parallels). Christians therefore wanted to follow his example and his teaching, in 
which the saying about the taking up of one’s cross (matt. 10:38, 16:24, and parallels) 
was interpreted literally. The mission of the twelve (matt. 10:18; luke 12:11) and the 
prophecies in the eschatological discourse (luke 21:12; mark 13:9) have their conse-
quence and fulfilment in luke’s second volume, acts, where the apostles are indeed 
arraigned before governors, councils, and kings on several occasions. That milieu and 
comparable scenes are continued and developed in the acta of the Christian martyrs 
and the apocryphal acts.

apart from Jesus himself, the other principal early Christian precedence for 
martyrdom before the emergence of the apocryphal acts is stephen, the prototype 
Christian martyr.18 in the new Testament stephen is arrested and called before the 
Council. his death is clearly modelled on comparable details in the account of Jesus’ 
death.19 stephen’s martyrdom is described as having been beneficial in one particular 
regard: saul was an onlooker at stephen’s death, and that experience of observing 
a Christian suffer for his faith influenced his subsequent post-conversion career  
as paul.
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paul in the new Testament lists the hardships he endures for the gospel. he is 
a sufferer, as are all the other apostles in the later apocryphal acts. although the 
canonical acts does not retail paul’s death, his afflictions, grief, and punishments are 
triumphantly paraded by him in various of his letters (e.g. phil. 1:17, 2:27, 4:11–14; 
2 Cor. 1:8–9, 6:4–5, 11:24–29). if we accept the variant kauthesomai (“that i may 
burn”) in 1 Corinthians 13:3 it seems as if paul was prepared to face death as a martyr. 
These privations and paul’s glorying in them acted as strong spurs for later Christians 
to emulate his example, and of course served to inspire tales in the apocryphal acts. 
But it is philippians 1:21 where his words on his attitude to death may be found: “For 
to me, living is Christ and dying is gain.”20 The interpretation of this verse as his 
seeming intention to achieve release from earthly troubles and to continue to live 
with Christ in death was to serve as a powerful impetus to subsequent generations 
of Christians and to those prepared to undergo martyrdom. That teaching served to 
impress constancy, especially among new converts, but, of course, within the context 
in philippians paul rejects the solution posed in that verse for the sake of helping the 
church there.

Origin of the martyrdom stories

The early Christian stories about martyrdom seem to have originated in times of 
general or localized persecution.21 We know of several periods when Christians suffered 
such persecution. From its earliest days Christians were marked out. Tacitus Annals 
15.44 describes the deaths of Christians under nero in 64. They were scapegoats at 
a time of social unrest; merely admitting to being a Christian was a capital offense. 
Christians were seen as antisocial because they separated from society, abandoning 
their public religious duties. Tacitus even reports the pity the martyrs evoked (cf. 
suetonius, Life of Nero 16).

Two centuries later, following many times of persecutions in-between times, decius 
c.249 required all citizens, but especially Christians or those suspected of embracing 
Christianity, to sacrifice and to obtain certificates, libelli, showing that they had done 
so. valerian in 257–8 likewise required Christians to produce certificates to prove 
they had sacrificed. also, Christians could not assemble at this time. diocletian’s 
great persecution (303–5) revived the edict of valerian. This was a major time for 
persecution and martyrdoms as churches were razed, and Christians killed. Troubles 
persisted for several more years until respite was found in the edict of Toleration in 
311, but it was Constantine and the edict of milan in 313 that put an end to officially 
inspired persecution.

We turn now to stories of Christian martyrdom in the acta. many of these were 
produced in the third century, precisely when the earliest apocryphal acts were being 
composed. some of these acta may be pre-decius.
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Acta sanctorum22

There is a vast Christian hagiographical corpus among which are the acta of the 
martyrs. The earliest acta sanctorum, or acta martyrum, unlike the apocryphal acts, 
have a certain freshness and immediacy, suggesting a closeness to the facts, free from 
fanciful elements and relatively unadorned. Their historicity has been frequently 
questioned, but, in general, they contain a high degree of verisimilitude, as T. d. 
Barnes attempted to show in the case of the nine acta that seem to be pre-decian.23 
he investigated the allegedly historical details within these, and concluded that not 
all should be regarded as accurately reporting the trials of Christians:

The Acts of Apollonius … must be rejected. … The Acts of Carpus, Papylus 
and Agathonice, even if they are based on a genuine substratum, are inadmis-
sible in their extant recensions and perhaps belong to the decian persecution 
rather than the second century. The stories of ptolemaeus and lucius and of 
potemiaena and Basidides may have been refashioned for literary genres. The 
accuracy of the Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs has been defended, as has that of 
the short recension of the Acts of Justin and his Companions. The Martyrdom 
of Polycarp, the Martyrs of Lugdunum [lyons] and the Passion of Perpetua 
and Felicitas have all been argued to be contemporary with the events they 
describe.24

The martyrdoms at vienne and lyons, for instance, are said to have taken place 
originally at the festival of the three provinces of gaul in 177. polycarp’s death occurs 
during the public games in smyrna. By contrast, no scholar would try or be able to 
defend the historicity of the apocryphal acts, although as we shall see, those stories 
did give rise to vigorous traditions, especially regarding geographical features such as 
burial places which adherents accepted as historically accurate.

The Martyrdom of Polycarp is the oldest account of a Christian martyrdom outside 
the new Testament. it seems to have been composed around the middle of the second 
century when the church was at variance with Rome. The central concern was the 
irreconcilable difference between those who refused to acknowledge any lord bar 
Christ and those who required its citizens to demonstrate their loyalty to the state by 
their devotion to Caesar. polycarp’s martyrdom, c.167 (or maybe a decade earlier), is 
presented as a model worthy of emulation (in contrast to the overenthusiastic example 
of Quintus in Martyrdom of Polycarp 4 – especially as he ultimately rescinded). There 
are striking parallels between Jesus’ death and polycarp’s, but the significant emphases 
are that polycarp is acting in accordance with the divine will and that his death 
is no self-indulgence but an example to be followed for the good of the Christian 
community. it has a public significance and relevance. The seven extant manuscripts 
that contain the martyrdom in greek are dated from the tenth through thirteenth 
centuries, which shows how popular the story was, being copied and repeated over 
eight centuries after the event. The death itself is described in terms that would not 
be out of place in a near contemporary apocryphal acts:
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When the lawless men eventually realized that his body could not be 
consumed by the fire, they ordered an executioner to go up to him and stab 
him with a dagger. and when he did this, there came out a dove and a large 
quantity of blood, so that it extinguished the fire; and the whole crowd was 
amazed that there should be so great a difference between the unbelievers 
and the elect. This man was certainly one of the elect, the most remarkable 
polycarp, who proved to be an apostolic and prophetic teacher in our own 
time, bishop of the catholic church in smyrna. For every word that came from 
his mouth was accomplished and will be accomplished.

(The Martyrdom of Polycarp 16)

The centurion, therefore, seeing the opposition raised by the Jews, set 
polycarp’s body in the middle and cremated it, as is their custom. and so 
later on we took up his bones, which are more valuable than precious stones 
and finer than refined gold, and deposited them in a suitable place. There, 
when we gather together as we are able, with joy and gladness, the lord will 
permit us to celebrate the birthday of his martyrdom in commemoration of 
those who have already fought in the contest and also for the training and 
preparation of those who will do so in the future.

(The Martyrdom of Polycarp 18)

such is the story of the blessed polycarp. although he (together with those 
from philadelphia) was the twelfth person martyred in smyrna, he alone 
is especially remembered by everyone, so that he is spoken of everywhere, 
even by pagans. he proved to be not only a distinguished teacher but also 
an outstanding martyr whose martyrdom all desire to imitate since it was in 
accord with the pattern of the gospel of Christ. By his endurance he defeated 
the unrighteous magistrate and so received the crown of immortality; now 
he rejoices with the apostles and all the righteous, and glorifies the almighty 
god and Father, and blesses our lord Jesus Christ, the saviour of our souls 
and helmsman of our bodies and shepherd of the catholic church throughout 
the world.

(The Martyrdom of Polycarp 19)

note the teaching, requiring the imitation of the martyr’s example.
a first-person narrative is found in the Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas. The 

martyrdoms described here occurred in Carthage at the very beginning of the third 
century. at Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 7.9 and 16.3 we see that the deaths 
were related to geta’s birthday – such a detail gave the story verisimilitude. prior to 
her actual fight with beasts perpetua had a vision (one of several in the account):

my clothes were stripped off, and suddenly i was a man. my seconds began to 
rub me down with oil (as they are wont to do before a contest). Then i saw the 
egyptian on the other side rolling in the dust. next there came forth a man 
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of marvellous stature, such that he rose above the top of the amphitheatre. 
he was clad in a beltless purple tunic with two stripes (one on either side) 
running down the middle of his chest. he wore sandals that were wondrously 
made of gold and silver, and he carried a wand like an athletic trainer and a 
green branch on which there were golden apples. and he asked for silence 
and said: “if this egyptian defeats her he will slay her with the sword. But if 
she defeats him, she will receive this branch.” Then he withdrew. We drew 
close to one another and began to let our fists fly. my opponent tried to get 
hold of my feet, but i kept striking him in the face with the heels of my feet. 
Then i was raised up into the air and i began to pummel him without as it 
were touching the ground. Then when i noticed there was a lull, i put my two 
hands together linking the fingers of one hand with those of the other and 
thus i got hold of his head. he fell flat on his face and i stepped on his head. 
The crowd began to shout and my assistants started to sing psalms. Then i 
walked up to the trainer and took the branch. he kissed me and said to me: 
“peace be with you, my daughter!” i began to walk in triumph towards the 
gate of life. Then i awoke.

(Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 10)25

of the contest we read:

For the young women, however, the devil had prepared a mad heifer. This 
was an unusual animal, but it was chosen that their sex might be matched 
with that of the beast. so they were stripped naked, placed in nets and thus 
brought out into the arena. even the crowd was horrified when they saw that 
one was a delicate young girl and the other was a woman fresh from child 
birth with the milk still dripping from her breasts. and so they were brought 
back again and dressed in unbelted tunics. First the heifer tossed perpetua 
and she fell on her back. Then sitting up she pulled down the tunic that 
was ripped along the side so that it covered her thighs, thinking more of her 
modesty than of her pain. next she asked for a pin to fasten her untidy hair: 
for it was not right that a martyr should die with her hair in disorder, lest she 
might seem to be mourning in her hour of triumph. Then she got up. and 
seeing that Felicitas had been crushed to the ground, she went over to her, 
gave her her hand, and lifted her up. Then the two stood side by side. But 
the cruelty of the mob was by now appeased, and so they were called back 
through the gate of life.

(Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 20)26

see also The Acts of Justin and his Companions. Justin martyr’s death is normally dated 
as 165 in Rome.

The prefect Rusticus said: “you do admit, then, that you are a Christian?” 
“yes, i am,” said Justin. To Chariton the prefect Rusticus said: “Tell me 
further, Chariton: are you a Christian, too?” “i am,” said Chariton, “by god’s 
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command.” The prefect Rusticus turned to Charito and asked her: “What 
say you, Charito?” “i am a Christian,” said Charito, “by the gift of god.” 
The prefect Rusticus said to evelpistus: “and what are you, evelpistus?” 
evelpistus, one of the emperor’s slaves, answered: “i too am a Christian. i 
have been freed by Christ and i share in the same hope by the favour of 
Christ.” The prefect Rusticus turned to hierax: “are you a Christian, too?” 
“yes, i am,” said hierax; “i adore and worship the same god.” “did Justin 
convert you to Christianity?” asked the prefect Rusticus. “i have long been a 
Christian,” said hierax, “and ever shall be.” paeon arose and spoke: “i am a 
Christian also.” “Who instructed you?” asked the prefect Rusticus. “i received 
this good faith from my parents,” said paeon. “i listened gladly to the teaching 
of Justin,” said evelpistus, “but i also received my faith from my parents.”

(The Acts of Justin and his Companions Recension B.3–4)27

The prefect turned to Justin: “you are said to be learned. you think you know 
the true doctrine. Tell me: if you are scourged and beheaded, do you suppose 
that you will ascend to heaven?” “i have confidence,” said Justin, “that if i 
endure all this i shall possess his mansions. indeed, i know that for all those 
who live a just life there awaits the divine gift even to the consummation 
of the whole world.” The prefect Rusticus said: “you think, then, that you 
will ascend to heaven to receive certain worthy rewards?” “i do not think,” 
said Justin, “but i have accurate knowledge and am fully assured of it.” “Well 
then,” said the prefect Rusticus, “let us come to the point at issue, a necessary 
and pressing business. agree together to offer sacrifice to the gods.” “no 
one of sound mind,” said Justin, “turns from piety to impiety.” The prefect 
Rusticus said: “if you do not obey, you will be punished without mercy.” Justin 
said: “We are confident that if we suffer the penalty for the sake of our lord 
Jesus Christ we shall be saved, for this is the confidence and salvation we shall 
have at the terrible tribunal of our saviour and master sitting in judgement 
over the whole world.” similarly the other martyrs said, “do what you will. 
We are Christians and we do not offer sacrifice to idols.” The prefect Rusticus 
passed judgement, saying: “Those who have refused to sacrifice to the gods 
and to yield to the emperor’s edict are to be led away to be scourged and 
beheaded in accordance with the laws.”

(The Acts of Justin and his Companions Recension B.5)28

The martyrdoms recounted in The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs occurred in north 
africa c. 180.29 This work is the earliest dated document from the latin church in 
north africa. J. a. Robinson’s edition is based on three latin manuscripts dating 
from the ninth through thirteenth centuries, and one greek manuscript of the ninth 
century. many consider the account authentic. one example suffices:

speratus said: “We have never done wrong; we have never lent ourselves to 
wickedness. never have we uttered a curse; but when abused, we have given 
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thanks, for we hold our own emperor in honour.” saturninus the proconsul 
said: “We too are a religious people, and our religion is a simple one: we swear 
by the genius of our lord the emperor and we offer prayers for his health – 
as you also ought to do.” … “if you begin to malign our sacred rites,” said 
saturninus, “i shall not listen to you. But swear rather by the genius of our 
lord the emperor.” speratus said: “i do not recognize the empire of this world. 
Rather, i serve that god whom no man has seen, nor can see, with these eyes. 
i have not stolen; and on any purchase i pay the tax, for i acknowledge my 
lord who is the emperor of kings and of all nations.”

(The Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs 1–6)30

The Martyrdom of Apollonius occurred between 180 and 185 in Rome and represents a 
philosopher’s defence of Christianity:

apollonius answered: “i have been glad to live, perennis, but i have not been 
afraid of death because of my love of life. There is nothing more precious than 
life – that is, eternal life – which is the immortality of the soul that has lived 
a good life on earth.”

(The Martyrdom of Apollonius 30)31

most of these accounts maintained their popularity and importance. some of the 
Christian acta read like trial transcripts supplemented by dialogue, including a 
confession and death sentence. however, although most post-Constantinian accounts 
are pure fiction, even the earlier acta were literary creations written for and used in 
the liturgies of communities, especially on the anniversary of the martyrdom. as 
we saw earlier, the anniversary of polycarp’s death is referred to in the Martyrdom of 
Polycarp 18.3  – that date then became the anniversary date when believers would 
honour his memory and example. accounts of martyrdom were known to have been 
read in Carthage and a calendar of the deaths of martyrs was established there under 
Cyprian in the second century. all apostles, with the possible exception of John, were 
remembered as martyrs from the second century onwards. The example of the north 
african churches in additionally remembering liturgically the pagan alexandrian acta 
based on the court protocols was followed. (see below on the alexandrian martyrs.)

The separate acta of these Christian martyrs’ stories reminded Christianity of 
its historical roots and served as memorials of its faithful dead; but they were also 
primarily intended to strengthen communities. The emphasis is on the Christian’s 
death; there is no interest in his earlier career. That marks them out from the original 
second-century apocryphal acts which, in their entirety, gave a high priority to the 
acts, miracles, speeches, prayers, and travels of the eponymous hero.

Influence of the Acts and acta

although the original five apocryphal acts were composed in the second century, 
copies and rewritings can be found from many centuries thereafter. This shows they 
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were bestsellers. The fact also that many of these acts were translated into different 
languages betrays the geographical spread of these popular tales. The manuscripts of 
the Christian acta tell a similar textual story. most of the texts edited in musurillo’s 
Acts of the Christian Martyrs are based on medieval manuscript copies. among the 
major common features are the following related topics. These show the abiding 
significance of the stories and the reasons why many were preserved:

The reappearance of the martyr beyond death

From the apocryphal acts we read that paul reappears, and as a consequence nero 
ceases to punish the brethren.

paul came about the ninth hour, and in the presence of all he said, “Caesar, 
behold, here is paul, the soldier of god; i am not dead but live in my god. 
But upon you, unhappy one, many evils and great punishment will come 
because you have unjustly shed the blood of the righteous not many days ago.” 
and having spoken this paul departed from him. When nero had heard he 
commanded that the prisoners be released, patroclus as well as Barsabas with 
his friends. and, as paul had told them, longus and Cestus, the centurion, 
came in fear very early to the grave of paul. and when they drew near they 
found two men in prayer and paul with them, and they became frightened 
when they saw the unexpected miracle, but Titus and luke, being afraid at 
the sight of longus and Cestus, turned to run away. But they followed and said 
to them, “We follow you not in order to kill you, blessed men of god, as you 
imagine, but in order to live, that you may do to us as paul promised us. We 
have just seen him in prayer beside you.” upon hearing this Titus and luke 
gave them joyfully the seal in the lord, glorifying god and the Father of our 
lord Jesus Christ to whom be glory for ever and ever. amen.

(Acts of Paul, martyrdom 6–7)

We see elsewhere that a martyrdom account can contain a similar story showing that 
martyr’s enduring influence. The story of potamiaena occurs in eusebius, Ecclesiastical 
History 6.5; here her reappearance after death causes the conversion of Basilides, the 
soldier, to Christianity. The efficacy of the dead martyr is proof of the positive benefit 
of that death, and, as such, doubtless encouraged the preservation and dissemination 
of these stories for centuries thereafter.

Relics

Coupled with the above, the stories fuelled (and maybe already reflected) a belief in 
the efficacy of a martyr’s relics, which became a tradition that has continued in many 
parts of Christianity. Relics emphasized in a tangible way the theological point that 
these Christian martyrs’ deaths were influential even after death. like Jesus himself, 
their active influence continued beyond the grave.
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one of the earliest such stories is in the Acts of Thomas, where Thomas’s continuing 
influence manifests itself through the remains in his tomb:

now it came to pass after a long time that one of the children of misdaeus the 
king was a demoniac and no one could cure him, for the devil was extremely 
fierce. and misdaeus the king took thought and said, “i will go and open 
the sepulchre, and take a bone of the apostle of god and hang it upon my 
son, and he shall be healed.” But while misdaeus thought about this, the 
apostle Thomas appeared to him and said to him, “you did not believe in a 
living man, and will you believe in the dead? yet fear not, for my lord Jesus 
Christ has compassion on you and pities you of his goodness.” and he went 
and opened the sepulchre, but did not find the apostle there, for one of the 
brethren had stolen him away and taken him to mesopotamia but from that 
place where the bones of the apostle had lain misdaeus took dust and put it 
about his son’s neck, saying, “i believe in you, Jesus Christ, now that he has 
left me who troubles men and opposes them lest they should see you.” and 
when he had hung it upon his son, the boy became whole.

(Acts of Thomas 170)

The place of burial

The legends of the apostles continued not only in literary forms or in theological 
beliefs but were also celebrated geographically. The tombs of many of them became 
places of pilgrimage. The events leading to the death were rooted to a site, and that 
doubtless encouraged belief in the historicity of these tales. The location of st John’s 
burial place in ephesus was known to Justin, Clement of alexandria, and irenaeus. 
peter’s and paul’s deaths are firmly rooted in Rome in the apocryphal traditions. 
Thecla in the Acts of Paul dies in seleucia, although in later traditions egypt also 
claimed her, as too did ephesus, milan, and Tarragona. Thomas’s original burial was 
believed to have been in mylapore near madras according to the Acts of Thomas 
170, before his body was removed to edessa. philip was believed to have been buried  
in heliodorus.32

Summary

The existence, popularity, and distribution of the apocryphal acts and of the acta prove 
the lively interest in and influence of these characters’ deaths. The apocryphal acts 
had all originated in the second century – a period when most persecutions occurred 
and before Constantine’s establishment of Christianity as the state religion ended 
officially inspired persecutions of Christians. But, obviously, the stories continued 
to be popular for centuries afterwards, showing that the value of stories which told 
of the deaths of apostles as martyrs was maintained. even where their examples of 
role models showing how the persecuted needed to stand firm was less immediately 
relevant, nonetheless the fact that Christians from the beginning were prepared to die 
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for their faith was intended to send the message that this was indeed a faith proudly to 
uphold. many of the Christian martyrdoms were known to and repeated by eusebius.33 
his Ecclesiastical History is the principal source for the Letter of the Churches of Lyons 
and Vienne, The Martyrdom of Potamiaena and Basilides, The Martyrdom of Marinus, 
and The Letter of Phileas. he, writing after Constantine had established himself at the 
head of a Christian empire, was still finding it valuable to retail these stories about 
martyrdom, not only to show us the reality of being a Christian during the bad old 
days (in contrast to a now peaceful present and hopefully a stable future), but for the 
precise purpose of indicating that this faith was, and always had been, a worthwhile 
and enduring set of principles to hold.

Appendix: pagan Acts

The Acts of the Pagan Martyrs (Acta Alexandrorum) is a compilation of egyptian papyr-
ological collections concerned with the relationship of alexandrians (notably Jews) 
to Rome.34 alexandrian greeks received harsh treatment at the hands of the Romans 
and their experiences were not dissimilar to those of Christians. many were martyred. 
They, like the Christian acta, were originally court transcripts supplemented later by 
speeches and other reports. many are incomplete or fragmentary. again, the flowering 
of such documents occurred in the first through third centuries ce and they may be 
described as semi-literary creations. many are described by musurillo as “reworked 
protocols.” We select two:

The Acts of Isidorus is possibly based on accusations against Jews that occurred in 
the mid-first century:

isidorus: “my lord augustus, with regard to your interests, Balbillus indeed 
speaks well. But to you, agrippa, i wish to retort in connexion with the 
points you bring up about the Jews. i accuse them of wishing to stir up the 
entire world. … We must consider the entire mass. They are not of the same 
temperament as the alexandrians, but live rather after the fashion of the 
egyptians. are they not on a level with those who pay the poll-tax?” agrippa: 
“The egyptians have had taxes levied on them by their rulers. … But no one 
has levied taxes on the Jews.” Balbillus: “look to what extremes of insolence 
either his god or … .”

(The Acts of Isidorus Recension C [p. Berol. 8877])35

Acts of Paulus and Antoninus is possibly referring to events in 117–20:

paulus: “my only concern is for the grave in alexandria which i expect to 
have. advancing as i am towards this, i shall have no fear of telling you the 
truth. listen to me then, Caesar, as to one who may not live beyond the 
morrow.” antoninus: “my lord Caesar, i swear by your genius he speaks the 
truth as one who may not live another day. For when we were in such pressing 
circumstances and so many letters had been sent you saying that (the prefect) 
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had ordered the impious Jews to transfer their residence to a place from which 
they could easily attack and ravage our well-named city – if not a line on this 
matter fell into your beneficent hands, then the reason for your august words 
is clear. it is obvious that this has been perpetrated against you, to prevent 
you from having any evidence of the woes that have befallen us.” Caesar: “let 
paulus go; but have antoninus bound … .”

(Acts of Paulus and Antoninus louvre 2376bis cols vi–vii)36

Tertullian, somewhat uniquely among Christian writers, in his pre-montanist period 
extolled the examples of pagan martyrs. in his Apology i.5–9, he names several 
examples, such as C. mucius scaevola, anaxarchus, and Zeno of elea.37 similar lists 
occur in his To The Heathen i.18 and To the Martyrs 4. Clement of alexandria is 
the only other notable early Father to see benefit in pagan martyrdoms: Miscellanies 
4.17.1–3 draws Christians’ attention to the examples of pagans.
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ignaTius and The 

aposToliC FaTheRs
Clayton N. Jefford

The collection of early patristic writings that historians now classify under the title 
of apostolic Fathers offers us a unique glimpse into the early church as it came to 
identify itself as a community of faith after the passing of the apostles.1 These assorted 
texts represent a variety of Christian voices that spoke throughout the Roman world 
for almost a hundred years, beginning in the last quarter of the first century. We are 
fortunate to know some of their authors by name (papias of hierapolis, Clement of 
Rome, polycarp of smyrna, and ignatius of antioch) and to recognize them in their 
role as leaders of the earliest post-apostolic church. at the same time, the identity 
of other authors has been lost, though it is clear from their contributions that they 
too added prominently to the ecclesiastical deliberations that shaped the evolving 
framework of the institutional church.

in any discussion of the primary themes and concerns of the apostolic Fathers, 
we find that the breadth and variety of materials hamper our efforts. For example, 
these writings do not speak to a common concern. They are diverse in nature, mostly 
featuring letters that address an assortment of issues, but also a handbook of liturgical 
and religious teachings, a homily, a martyrology, an apology, and other sundry works. 
Furthermore, our authors represent a rich diversity of views within the second-century 
church that spanned from italy to syria and asia minor, from greece to egypt. They 
reflect training and insights borrowed from local traditions and instruction. We can 
hardly expect that they were in essential agreement on every aspect of the budding 
Christian faith or that their individual attitudes were uniformly accepted everywhere 
throughout the Roman world. Finally, it remains unclear as to whether the views that 
our authors espoused always reflect the tried and tested teachings of an ancient faith 
tradition, particularly as we recall that the church was still in the infancy of its devel-
opment. The memory of later orthodoxy has largely accepted the wisdom of these 
authors as the foundation of subsequent doctrinal and ecclesiastical order. yet it is 
difficult to distinguish the extent to which their views incorporated the principles of a 
general community faith, a so-called regula fidei (rule of faith), like that which guided 
the work of irenaeus of lyons and his theological heirs, or are instead better attributed 
to the genius of their individual faith experience.
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Thus, with the difficulties that arise when we excavate a diverse and eclectic 
collection of writings for common themes and views, our survey seeks to measure its 
remarks against the work of a single, primary figure within the apostolic Fathers, that 
is, ignatius of antioch. The bishop of a prominent church in an eastern, provincial 
capital at the beginning of the second century, ignatius leaves us with the most 
extensive set of materials from a single mindset that dominates our collection. his 
seven authentic letters address a variety of issues from the late first-century and early 
second-century church, concerns that we now consider typical of the period. We turn, 
then, to the witness of the apostolic Fathers and the transitional church of the post-
apostolic period, measuring our insights by the standard of Bishop ignatius and the 
views that he believed to be of primary concern to the institutional church.

Unity and liturgy

even the most casual of readers will immediately notice that an axial concern 
within the apostolic Fathers is the drive for unity. as the church shaped itself into 
a conventional blend of religious beliefs at the close of the first century, the need for 
generally acceptable standards and norms quickly became evident. The desire for 
unity is certainly evident throughout the larger corpus of the apostolic Fathers, yet 
it is nowhere more overt than in the writings of ignatius.2 For the bishop of antioch, 
several factors come into play in the quest for Christian unity and it is within these 
elements that the community of faith finds its core: church leadership, proper 
teaching, and correct liturgy.

With respect to ecclesiastical leadership, subsequent Christian tradition is largely 
dependent upon ignatius for its vision of a three-tiered hierarchy of offices: bishop, 
presbyter, and deacon.3 god’s anointed who serve in these roles stand at the center of 
life and faith within the larger community. most vital of these positions for ignatius is 
the bishop, who embodies the presence of god among the people. a steady motif as 
he writes to successive communities in asia minor, ignatius insists that all Christians 
must be in harmony with the singular authority of the local bishop.4 his power in 
prayer suffices for all the church;5 within the congregation he presides in the place of 
god;6 to honor him is to be honored by god.7 as ignatius observes, worthy are those 
presbyters who are “in tune with the bishop as strings on a harp.”8

other authors among the apostolic Fathers are not as clear about a similar hierarchy 
of leadership, though tradition has read between the lines to assume its presence. The 
author of 1 Clement, for example, refers to “bishops and deacons” without mention 
of “presbyters” as the first fruits of what the apostles appointed.9 at the same time, 
however, the author of this letter focuses upon the managerial role of presbyters in 
the church at Corinth without mention of any particular bishop in residence there. 
much like 1 Clement, the author of the Didache instructs readers to “appoint for 
yourselves bishops and deacons,” again without any specific mention of presbyters 
within the community.10 in each instance, both with 1 Clement and the Didache, the 
term “bishop” may refer to someone who acted as the head of a local presbytery, thus 
signifying the presence of presbyters behind each text, but this remains uncertain.11
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The early church’s concern for leadership closely relates to a second element of 
unity, that of proper teaching. indeed, correct teaching and instruction is seen to help 
a bishop to verify the identity of those who are “catholic” and are thus allied with 
certain guidelines of faith inherited from authentic apostolic preaching.12 For ignatius 
himself, the primary threats against proper teaching are twofold: so-called “Judaizers,” 
who seek to keep Christianity within the fold of the synagogue, and docetists, who 
insist that Christ did not come in the flesh.

With respect to Judaizers, the apostle paul had already refuted such teachings in 
his epistle to the galatians, arguing that god in Christ has superseded any particular 
need to adhere to the scrupulosity of Jewish cult and ritual. The threat of this sort 
of conservatism, while certainly real both to ignatius and his contemporaries, was 
destined to evaporate during the second century via the church’s separation from the 
synagogue and rabbinic Judaism.

With respect to docetism, yet another new Testament writer, the author of  
1 John, addresses those who argue that Christ has not come in the flesh but in spirit 
alone, identifying them as speaking in the spirit “of the antichrist.”13 This threat is 
particularly poignant in the late first and second centuries, ultimately leading to the 
deliberations of later church councils concerning the nature of Jesus of nazareth as the 
Christ, whether divine or human in form, or both. ignatius categorizes views such as 
those of the Judaizers and docetists as “heresies” and classifies them under the rubrics 
of “evil teaching,”14 “ancient fables,”15 “strange teachings,”16 and “strange plants.”17 
For ignatius, to claim such unconventional perspectives is to stand in opposition to 
the bishop and to disrupt the harmony of god’s faithful assemblies.

a key way in which ignatius bolsters the confessing church against such false 
teachings is through his insistence upon creeds. prior to his letters, there is no such 
emphasis upon this confessional tool in Christian literature. The ignatian creed takes 
many forms, but typically includes the acknowledgement that Jesus Christ came both 
in flesh and in spirit, was both from the seed of david and from the holy spirit, 
suffered and received crucifixion under pontius pilate, and was raised from the dead.18 
individual elements of these creeds maintain the divine nature of Christ’s mission 
on earth, thus to remove the Christian confession beyond the parameters of Jewish 
thought. at the same time, an emphasis upon the authentically physical aspects of the 
life of Jesus Christ seeks to refute the claims of contemporary docetists.

issues associated with proper teaching surface elsewhere throughout the apostolic 
Fathers, of course. polycarp of smyrna, for instance, reminds the philippians that 
the apostle paul taught “the word of truth” and that they should teach themselves 
to follow “the command of the lord.”19 likewise, the Shepherd of Hermas identifies 
hypocrites who instruct with “strange teachings” and warns against following the evil 
instruction of the angel of wickedness.20 The clear identification of such teachings 
typically does not parallel the efforts of ignatius. instead, our authors tend to employ 
more general approaches to training, perhaps best illustrated by the popular use of 
the “two ways” philosophy. This motif appears variously in writings like Hermas, the 
Didache, and Barnabas and reflects the ancient idea that there are two courses in life, a 
correct path and a false path.21 our authors usually employ a variety of contemporary 
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virtue and vice lists to populate their descriptions of these two ways, sometimes associ-
ating the paths with light and darkness (Barnabas), at other times with life and death 
(Didache), and on occasion with righteousness and wickedness (Shepherd of Hermas).22 
There does not tend to be a specific “teaching” that necessarily characterizes either 
path23 but, instead, a series of instructions that encourage the faithful Christian to 
live an ethical lifestyle that is worthy of the lord.24 ultimately, as with ignatius, the 
intention of such teachings is to guide the faith community toward a unity of spirit 
and conformity.

Finally, the idea of correct liturgy and worship serves as a foundational pillar around 
which communal unity seeks to fashion itself. Few writings in the apostolic Fathers 
speak specifically to the question of liturgical practice, but those that do so clearly 
hold it as a primary concern. once again, ignatius provides our best evidence for this 
consideration.

Throughout the letters of ignatius, we find that the bishop offers constant comment 
upon the need for a unified liturgical approach to worship. on the one hand, he clearly 
assumes that all Christians unite through their common understanding of worship as 
ritual. at the same time, it is largely for the safe control of worship practices that 
each bishop sits as a unifying force within their respective communities and serves as 
a common link between churches in an association of orthodoxy.

Within the common experience of worship, the ritual of baptism receives much of 
the bishop’s attention. Baptism “serves as a shield” for each Christian, who in turn 
functions as a soldier in the army of their bishop.25 The common bonds of faith unite 
all believers into a close association of warriors for Christ. ignatius observes that Jesus 
Christ himself was born and received baptism so that by suffering he might “cleanse 
the water” for those who believe in him.26 in this way, all believers share, not only 
in the human experience of Christ, but also in the salvation that his divine activity 
affords. The faithful are authentic both to Christ and to one another.

ultimately, the ritual of eucharist forms the central framework upon which ignatius 
reflects about the common worship experience. in this act, each believer participates 
in the one flesh of Jesus Christ and the unity that results through the blood of his 
one cup.27 in his letter to Rome, the bishop insists that he himself only wants to 
eat the bread of god that comes through the flesh of Christ, and for drink, he only 
wants Christ’s blood.28 To “break one bread” as a worshipping community is both to 
“take the medicine of immortality”29 and to acknowledge the authority of the bishop, 
without which no eucharist or “love feast” is valid.30 indeed, the docetists, who refuse 
to accept that participation in the eucharist is to partake of the flesh of Jesus Christ, 
refrain from this liturgical ritual and thus distance themselves from the unity of the 
orthodox faithful.31

apart from ignatius, the apostolic Fathers offer a variety of perspectives about the 
act of common Christian worship. The author of the Didache, for example, speaks of 
baptism and the exact manner by which a baptismal event should occur, from the 
use of “living” or running water to the ritualistic blessing that is given in the name 
of the Trinity.32 in addition, Christians are instructed to fast and to pray three times 
daily, using the lord’s prayer according to the form that appears in matthew 6:9–13.33 
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otherwise, the author offers several ancient prayers for use in the celebration of the 
eucharist.34 While the words of institution known from the new Testament and 
typical of modern practices do not appear in the Didache, it is surely conceivable 
that worshippers spoke these prayers in conjunction with such words. in either case, 
the prayers of the Didache are most noteworthy for their request that god gather 
the church by the four winds in order to sanctify it for the kingdom that has been 
prepared.35 This is truly an example of worship ritual that leads to intentional unity.

apart from the Didache, hermas offers a variety of parables about the necessary 
unity of the church. one recalls the elm and vine, a parable that portrays the rich 
as the economic support by which the poor of the church may live, while the poor, 
through their confessions and prayers in worship, intercede with god on behalf of the 
wealthy.36 This is a sentiment with which the author of 1 Clement firmly agrees.37 The 
author of the epistle to diognetus likewise reflects a common conviction that what 
a person worships is what they themselves eventually become, accusing those who 
worship false gods of becoming false themselves.38 The drive for a common and valid 
source of worship thus becomes central to the early Christian vision. The author of 
the Martyrdom of Polycarp insists that Christians must worship the son of god alone, 
while simply loving the martyrs as “disciples and imitators of the lord.”39

Thus, we find that Christians of the late first and second centuries found their 
various experiences of worship to reflect a universal quest for unity. as reflected by 
ignatius, this was a unity of leadership, teaching, and liturgical practice. The common 
task of learning to confess Christ together through the shared structure of worship and 
fellowship undeniably went far toward drawing the early post-apostolic church away 
from its Jewish roots.

Between Christians and Jews

one of the more prickly issues of the early second century was the struggle of the early 
church to define itself over against the Jewish moorings that it eventually abandoned. 
The perspectives of the apostolic Fathers run the full spectrum here, from a close 
association with Jewish ideals and teachings to a virtual break with Christianity’s 
ancestral background.

in many respects, the most “Jewish” of the apostolic Fathers is the Didache. in the 
first portion of this text, the author endorses an ethic that finds its basis in the tradi-
tional teachings of the decalogue.40 The reader is instructed in prohibitions against 
murder, adultery, false witness, and so forth, but also in those practices that lead to 
such sins  – sorcery, being double-minded and arrogant, lying, etc. in this way, the 
Didache espouses an oral teaching that serves as a fence to protect written scripture, 
much like the oral and written Torah of developing rabbinic Judaism. likewise, the 
liturgical teachings of the Didache reflect a certain Jewish sensitivity, endorsing a 
traditional Jewish flavor to baptism and prayer and perhaps incorporating Jewish meal 
prayers into the celebration of the eucharist. perhaps most telling here is that the 
Didache never overtly equates the figure of Jesus Christ with god, preferring instead 
to refer to the “lord” throughout and leaving the reader with the choice of a strict 
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monotheistic perspective. in all of these ways, the author of the Didache appears to 
endorse a very Jewish approach to Christianity, undoubtedly assuming the same for 
the audience.

apart from the Didache, only 1 Clement seems to offer any particularly Jewish 
view of early Christian faith. The author encourages the church at Corinth to avoid 
jealousy and to embrace obedience, faith, piety, hospitality, humility, and peace as 
aspects of a virtuous lifestyle.41 a variety of scriptural passages surface as the basis 
for such teaching, including texts from the pentateuch, as well as passages from the 
prophets and Writings. most interesting in 1 Clement, though, is the author’s appeal to 
moses as a prototype of what a true Christian leader should be. it was through moses 
that the tribe of levi became priests.42 so too, it was moses who pleaded for god’s 
people when they strayed from the divine will.43 an appeal to the figure of moses is 
especially important since our author makes no similar claim for any specific apostle 
as a model for faithful leadership. This is especially intriguing in light of the Roman 
origin of the letter, a community that is well familiar with the figures of peter and 
paul.44

in clear contrast to the Didache and 1 Clement are the writings of Barnabas and the 
Martyrdom of Polycarp, two texts that speak poorly of Judaism. The letter of Barnabas 
is adamant in its insistence that, because of their infidelity to the divine covenant, 
the Jews have forfeited their claim to be god’s people in favor of the church. This 
perspective appears to be a clear extension of the claims by early Christians who 
came to define themselves as the “new israel.” indeed, Christianity’s new reading of 
scripture in light of the coming of Christ led the church to supersede those rituals that 
Jews have traditionally observed as part of their devotion to god. For this perspective, 
a new people of faith now receive israel’s divine promise.

The Martyrdom of Polycarp takes an even harder stance toward the Jews. in its 
portrayal of the death of polycarp, the reader discovers that the local Jews of smyrna, 
through the inspiration of the “evil one,” ultimately act to encourage the trial and 
persecution of the bishop.45 as in a well-choreographed theater production, they push 
the crowds and Roman authorities to kill polycarp in a stark rehearsal of the death of 
Jesus of nazareth in the new Testament gospels. abundant parallels are evident. The 
resulting anti-semitic rhetoric of the author is indeed typical of numerous regions of 
asia minor. in such locations, the synagogue comes to stand as an adversary to the 
very existence of the church,46 and complete alienation of the church from its Jewish 
heritage is both assumed and encouraged.

The perspective of ignatius stands firmly between polar opposites (the Didache, 1 
Clement versus Barnabas, the Martyrdom of Polycarp) and very much represents what 
subsequent Christian tradition ultimately came to accept as a suitable understanding 
for its Jewish heritage. For ignatius, there is no need for Christianity to embrace its 
Jewish roots. as observed above, he follows the apostle paul quite strenuously in 
denouncing so-called “Judaizers” who seek to return to the restrictions of a Jewish 
perspective. While paul found those who endorsed such a return among the apostles of 
the Jerusalem church, ignatius undoubtedly finds them among the “god fearers” of his 
day, that is, non-Jews who come to their newfound faith during contact with messianic 
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Jews while worshipping in the synagogue. ignatius offers precious little to suggest that 
he himself holds any particular inclination toward Jewish practices. he bases neither 
his teachings nor his theology upon Jewish principles and, within his seven letters, 
only quotes from the old Testament on three occasions.47 Jewish traditions clearly do 
not shape his faith world.

This much now said, however, ignatius does not launch vindictive rhetoric against 
Judaism itself, but only against those who would have Christianity return to its Jewish 
heritage. he freely admits that the Jews persecuted the prophets of old, who lived in 
accordance with Christ, and yet themselves lived in disobedience to the spirit of god 
that came into the world as the divine Word. so, too, he insists that it is senseless to 
profess Jesus Christ while at the same time practicing Judaism, for the latter is actually 
“bad yeast” that has soured and gone stale, while Christ himself provides the “new 
yeast” that causes every tongue to confess.48 To mix the two is absurd. as ignatius 
observes, “it is better to hear about Christianity from a circumcised man than about 
Judaism from an uncircumcised man.”49 For him, there is no necessary connection 
between the old faith of Judaism and the new faith of the church.

ultimately, Judaism stands as something of a failed enterprise of faith for ignatius. 
Those Jews whose confidence in god is truly righteous and pure find the option of 
the church to be the only logical solution. it is clear that, as bishop of antioch in 
syria, ignatius works within a large, cosmopolitan city that features a large Jewish 
community and, as such, necessarily encounters the sway of Judaism that influences 
many within his own church community.50 so, too, these are the days when Jewish 
leaders regularly identify messianic believers within their midst and usher them from 
the safety of the synagogue and its legal protection under Roman law. nevertheless, 
at no point do we hear ignatius attack the Jews themselves. instead, his concern, like 
that of many Christians early in the second century, is to rally believers in Christ 
around a new faith, not to call them back to an old “failed” allegiance. as the bishop 
readily notes, “Christianity did not believe in Judaism, but Judaism in Christianity.”51

Christology

as with the question of the church’s relationship to Judaism, the issue of christological 
perspectives runs the gamut of our literature.52 at one extreme, scholars often find 
a particularly low Christology within the text of the Didache. The author makes no 
direct appeal to the authority of Jesus of nazareth as god,53 for example, preferring 
to call him “servant.”54 so, too, even though Didache 9–10 includes prayers that 
presumably are associated with the rite of eucharist, no association is made between 
that event and the suffering of the cross. While it is entirely likely that the Didache 
is an “evolved” or composite document and thus may represent several theological 
perspectives, nevertheless, there clearly is no concern to emphasize the divinity of 
Jesus of nazareth throughout the text.

The author of 2 Clement offers a noteworthy advancement over the Didache, 
beginning this ancient homily with the comment “we should think of Jesus Christ as 
god, as judge of the living and dead.”55 This marks a significant step of theological 
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development with respect to the traditional Jewish claim that one god alone is the 
judge of humanity’s destiny. no longer are Christians to see Christ merely as an 
advocate for sinners before the divine throne of justice, but actually as the very judge 
before whom pleas for mercy must be offered. The ramifications of this expression are 
widespread, since Christ himself comes to bear responsibility for human salvation. in 
reflection of paul’s own kenotic hymn, we hear that Christ, though formerly spirit, 
became flesh in order to effect the deliverance of humanity.56 it is through the flesh 
of Christ that the spiritual church reveals itself. The living church of history, being a 
reflection of the first spiritual church, forms the body of Christ.57 as our author notes, 
god sent Christ to be our “savior and founder of immortality.”58

While 2 Clement undoubtedly stands as a somewhat advanced expression of 
Christology within the apostolic Fathers, other writers reflect parallel ideas, at least 
in part. The author of Barnabas, for instance, notes that god speaks to the son when 
scripture declares, “let us make humankind according to our image and likeness.”59 
here we find a typical patristic reading of scriptural imagery through the eyes of the 
divine Christ as its author. in another text, 1 Clement, Christ is called “the majestic 
scepter of god” who came in humility and is the “high priest” of human offerings, 
the guardian and defender of human weaknesses.60 Finally, the author of the epistle to 
diognetus identifies Christ as both the “child” and “only son” of god who served as 
a ransom for humanity: “the holy for the lawless, the innocent for the guilty, the just 
for the unjust, the imperishable for the corrupt, the immortal for the mortal.”61 such 
descriptions reflect a perspective that identifies the son with the Father in function, 
if not always in essence.

it is appropriate, then, that we turn to ignatius to provide the christological insight 
that serves as the norm for early second-century theology.62 Throughout his seven 
letters, ignatius makes reference to the name of Jesus Christ, Christ Jesus, Jesus, 
or Christ over 130 times.63 on the one hand, he speaks of Jesus Christ as divine, 
distinctly identifying the messiah with god in a sense that far exceeds the monothe-
istic confession of Judaism.64 This is very much in keeping with the parallel confession 
of 2 Clement, as seen above, and with the evolving tendency of later Christians to 
think of Jesus Christ as the second person of the Trinity. at the same time, though, he 
is careful to guard the human nature of Christ, as is perhaps best illustrated throughout 
the ignatian creeds. it is in the creeds that we hear the confession that Jesus Christ 
is “both flesh and spirit,”65 “from the seed of david,”66 “was truly born, both ate and 
drank,”67 and “was truly nailed up by pontius pilate.”68 Thus, we witness the multi-
faceted character of Christ as seen through the eyes of ignatius, though it remained 
for later church councils to determine how those two natures – the divine and the 
human – were ultimately to be conjoined.

ignatius becomes a pivotal point for early confessions about the nature of Jesus 
Christ. he reflects a Christology that in many respects parallels that of the gospel of 
John, incorporating such Johannine themes as “bread of god”69 and “living water,”70 
in addition to Jesus being “the door to the Father”71 who does “nothing without the 
Father.”72 Continuing in that same tone, he envisions the true Christian lifestyle 
as a direct reflection of the relationship between Father and son that typifies the 
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Johannine vision. hence, for ignatius, the opportunity to suffer and die at the hands 
of Rome is the most cherished expression of complete discipleship in Christ. it is 
the manifestation of the human spirit purely joined with the divine will; it is the 
re-enactment on earth of what it means to be “in Christ” as first recorded by paul. 
ultimately, what ignatius perceives about Jesus Christ – the human activity united 
with the divine nature  – is both a reflection of the foundational faith of the new 
Testament and the evolving confession of the institutional church as expressed by 
succeeding theologians of the patristic period.

The living voice of scripture

Those texts that the apostolic Fathers consider “scripture” are in essence the same 
ones that the writers of the new Testament used, that is, our present old Testament.73 
in both instances, the greek version of the old Testament (the septuagint) tends to 
be the preferred edition. at the same time, many authors among the apostolic Fathers 
recognize the authority and value of certain early Christian writings that have evolved 
into our present new Testament, and they employ portions of these works into the 
structure of their arguments. There is broad variety in the use of scriptural texts and 
biblical themes, the extent of which exceeds the scope of our survey. nevertheless, it 
is possible to give some illustration of the concern for scripture here.

ignatius refers to the old Testament as the “archives” and observes that certain 
Christians use these texts as the basis for determining the validity of the gospel. The 
bishop offers a rejoinder here that is appropriate for the arguments of later patristic 
authors: “for me, the archives are Jesus Christ; the enduring archives are his cross, 
death, resurrection, and faith in him.”74 We thus see both the reverence that early 
Christians hold for their scriptures as a collection of authoritative teachings and the 
ways in which these texts serve as a standard by which their faith is measured. of 
course, as seen above, ignatius himself makes only tentative use of the archives in his 
arguments, preferring instead to align his thought with new Testament authors.

The gospel of matthew, themes from the Johannine tradition, and the person and 
letters of paul are among the most important Christian sources both for ignatius and 
various other authors among the apostolic Fathers. There is little evidence that ignatius 
knows the gospels of mark or luke. This holds true for the gospel of John as well, 
though, as shown above, a range of Johannine themes populate the language of the 
bishop. ignatius rarely quotes from matthew directly, yet employs the matthean text as 
a platform for his arguments.75 a clear demonstration of this process is evident in the 
ignatian explanation for the baptism of Jesus of nazareth, where we are told that Jesus 
was baptized in order to “cleanse the water” for the subsequent baptism of those who 
follow.76 here we see ignatius attempting to clarify the way in which the baptism of Jesus 
can “fulfill all righteousness,” as Jesus himself explains to John when the latter objects 
that “i need to be baptized by you.”77 such a sophisticated use of scripture indicates the 
degree to which ignatius is familiar with the gospel text. elsewhere, the ignatian use of 
matthew appears in the bishop’s diverse references to the coming wrath of god,78 the tree 
that is known by its fruit,79 and the presence of wolves within the community of faith.80
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perhaps most important for ignatius is his allegiance to paul and to pauline themes. 
his letters incorporate numerous pauline words and phrases, including apostolic ideas 
that pepper his views of the church and its theology. While it is indeed true that 
the bishop’s primary devotion is to the life and passion of Christ, he envisions that 
the best realization and expression of this fidelity comes as he seeks to “imitate” the 
apostle paul, his hero in faith.81 There is little question that succeeding generations of 
Christian thinkers have anchored much of their theological allegiance to paul based 
upon the ignatian reverence for the pauline ideal.

Beyond ignatius, the apostolic Fathers reveal a variety of approaches to scripture. 
The Shepherd of Hermas, for example, makes virtually no use of scriptural texts, apart 
from certain general allusions that Jewish literature broadly reflects, such as the image 
of vineyards and vines.82 at the other extreme, texts like 1 Clement, Barnabas, and the 
Didache are rife with scriptural citations and allusions. it is only natural that the old 
Testament supplies the grand majority of these references, since its writings served as 
the literary authority for Jewish tradition out of which the church sprang. For the most 
part, however, these Jewish sources appear within the framework of new Testament 
thought, largely employing the phraseology of the early evangelists and paul, and 
occasionally making specific quotation of early Christian sources.83 Further, it is not 
always clear that our authors are quoting from precise literary texts but, instead, are 
making use of oral versions of scripture.84 The apostolic Fathers operate within a 
society that is largely oral in nature, a culture that reflects the living reality of god’s 
voice at work within the scriptural tradition. already by the early second century, 
early Christianity’s most prominent thinkers are firmly entrenched in a belief that the 
authority of old Testament texts is only correctly understood within the outline of the 
early church’s messianic faith.

Conclusion

The writings now preserved for us in the secondary collection of texts of the apostolic 
Fathers clearly form a bridge between the apostolic witness of the new Testament and 
the post-apostolic faith of the patristic period. diverse voices speak within this compi-
lation. in many respects, they echo the vast diversity of Christian views that thrived 
within the mediterranean world of the late first and second centuries. They paint a 
colorful picture of assorted theological and ecclesiological perspectives, of checkered 
encounters with Jewish and hellenistic culture, and of the evolving structure of the 
institutional church in its manifold forms. at the same time, however, they articulate 
a growing recognition of the need for unity. as is best demonstrated within the letters 
of ignatius of antioch, a unified culture of faith is only possible when there is common 
respect for authority, a universal appreciation for liturgy, and a regular confession of 
belief.85 The subsequent tradition of Christianity’s evolution and growth is indeed 
indebted to those early bishops and theologians who first fashioned a common view 
of the universal church and the foundational elements upon which it has been 
constructed.



ClayTon n. JeFFoRd

118

Further reading

Primary sources

B. ehrman (ed.), The Apostolic Fathers, Cambridge, ma: harvard university press, 2003.
m. W. holmes (ed.), The Apostolic Fathers, 3d edn, grand Rapids, mi: Baker academic, 2007.

Secondary sources

a. Brent, Ignatius of Antioch and the Second Sophistic, Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2006. (Thorough exami-
nation of the thought of ignatius within his cultural context.)

p. Foster (ed.), The Writings of the Apostolic Fathers, london: T&T Clark, 2007. (introduction to the 
literature from contributing authors.)

J. p. lotz, Ignatius and Concord, new york: peter lang, 2007. (provides an intriguing focus on the issue of 
unity for ignatius.)

h. o. maier, The Social Setting of the Ministry as Reflected in the Writings of Hermas, Clement and Ignatius, 
Waterloo, Canada: Wilfrid laurier university press, 1991. (solid survey of sociological implications 
behind the writings.)

W. R. schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch, philadelphia: Fortress, 1985. (useful and readable commentary on the 
life and letters of ignatius.)

C. Trevett, A Study of Ignatius of Antioch in Syria and Asia, lewiston, ny: edwin mellen, 1992. (solid 
investigation of the role of ignatius among the churches of asia minor and syria.)

s. Tugwell, The Apostolic Fathers, london: geoffrey Chapman, 1989. (Broad introduction to the literature 
from a singular perspective.)

Notes
 1  Typically included among these texts are 1–2 Clement, epistles written under the names of ignatius, 

polycarp, and Barnabas, the Martyrdom of Polycarp, the Didache, the Epistle to Diognetus, the Shepherd 
of Hermas, fragments by papias, and the Apology of Quadratus.

 2  as schoedel correctly notes, “The theme of unity may well represent the central concern of the letters 
of ignatius”; W. R. schoedel, Ignatius of Antioch, philadelphia: Fortress, 1985, p. 21.

 3  such offices reflect specific roles for ignatius – the bishop (for god), the presbyters (for the apostolic 
council), and the deacons (for Jesus Christ); so To the Magnesians 6.1.

 4  see, e.g., ignatius, To the Ephesians 5.3; To the Magnesians 7.1; To the Trallians 7.1; To the Philadelphians 
3.2.

 5  ignatius, To the Ephesians 5.2.
 6  ignatius, To the Magnesians 6.1.
 7  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 9.1.
 8  ignatius, To the Ephesians 4.1.
 9  Clement, 1 Clement 42.4–5.
10  Didache 15.1.
11  polycarp refers to “presbyters and deacons” only in To the Philippians 5.3, once again perhaps only 

implying a bishop among the presbytery.
12  ignatius is the first to use the term “catholic” in Christian literature; see To the Smyrnaeans 8.2; cf. 

Martyrdom proem.
13  1 John 4:2–3.
14  ignatius, To the Ephesians 9.1.
15  ignatius, To the Magnesians 8.1.
16  ignatius, To Polycarp 3.1.
17  ignatius, To the Trallians 6.1.
18  For specific creeds, see To the Ephesians 7.2 and 18.2, To the Magnesians 11.1, To the Trallians 9.1–2, and 

To the Smyrnaeans 1.1–2.



ignaTius and The aposToliC FaTheRs

119

19  To the Philippians 3.2 and 4.1, respectively.
20  Shepherd of Hermas, Similitudes 8.6.5 and Shepherd of Hermas, Mandates 6.2.7, respectively.
21  see Shepherd of Hermas, Mandates 6.1–2, Didache 1–6, and Barnabas 18–20.
22  The two ways are often identified with angels (so Shepherd of Hermas, Barnabas, and Qumran’s Rule 

of the Community 3.13–14.26), but sometimes with human figures (so the Tabula of Cebes; see J. T. 
Fitzgerald and l. m. White, The Tabula of Cebes, Chico, Ca: scholars, 1983, pp. 14–15).

23  Though Didache 2.1 identifies love of god and neighbor as the primary teachings; cf. matt. 22:37–38 
and 7:12.

24  see C. n. Jefford, The Apostolic Fathers and the New Testament, peabody, ma: hendrickson, 2006, 
pp. 73–106.

25  a Christian is also clad with the helmet of faith, the spear of love, and the armor of endurance; see 
ignatius, To Polycarp 6.2.

26  ignatius, To the Ephesians 18.2.
27  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 4.
28  ignatius, To the Romans 7.3.
29  ignatius, To the Ephesians 20.2.
30  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 8.1–2.
31  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 6.2.
32  Didache 7.1–4.
33  Didache 8.1–3.
34  Didache 9.1–10.7. see especially J. a. draper, “Ritual process and Ritual symbol in Didache 7–10,” 

Vigiliae Christianae 54, 2000, pp. 121–58.
35  Didache 10.5; see mark 13:27.
36  Shepherd of Hermas, Similitudes 2.1–10.
37  Clement, 1 Clement 38.1–2.
38  Diognetus 2.5.
39  Martyrdom of Polycarp 17.3.
40  Didache 1–6.
41  1 Clement 4–20.
42  1 Clement 43 (see num. 17).
43  1 Clement 53 (see exod. 32; deut. 9).
44  These figures are indeed mentioned (1 Clement 5), though no appeal is made to their leadership styles.
45  Martyrdom of Polycarp 13.1, 17.1–2.
46  see, e.g., Rev. 2:8–11, 3:7–13.
47  see To the Ephesians 5.2 (prov. 3:34), To the Magnesians 12 (prov. 18:17), and To the Trallians 8.2 (isa. 

52:5) with some few scattered allusions to scripture elsewhere (To the Ephesians 15.1; To the Magnesians 
10.3; 13.1; 14.1; To the Smyrnaeans 1.2; To Polycarp 1.2; 3.1).

48  see ignatius, To the Magnesians 8–10.
49  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 6.1.
50  The dialogue between synagogue and church in antioch continues with the bishops serapion and 

Theophilus at the end of the second century.
51  ignatius, To the Magnesians 10.3.
52  The classifications of a. R. stark over a century ago still serve as a guideline: 1 Clement, Didache, 

and papias (group one) subordinate Christ to god; 2 Clement, polycarp, and ignatius (group Two) 
extend the authority of Christ, who is actually called god and to whom prayer is offered; and hermas, 
Barnabas, and Diognetus (group Three) attribute a cosmological function to Christ as creator and 
sustainer of the universe. see a. R. stark, The Christology of the Apostolic Fathers, Chicago: university 
of Chicago press, 1912.

53  at the same time, however, the author insists upon use of the classic Trinitarian formula in baptism; 
see Didache 7.1, 3.

54  see Didache 9.2–3 and 10.3. The Coptic text, which begins in the middle of 10.3, provides the phrase 
“Jesus your son” at 10.3 and 10.7.

55  2 Clement 1.1.
56  2 Clement 9.5 (for paul, see phil. 2:5–11).



ClayTon n. JeFFoRd

120

57  2 Clement 14.
58  2 Clement 20.5.
59  Barnabas 6.12 (see gen. 1:26).
60  1 Clement 16.1 and 36.1, respectively.
61  Diognetus 9.1–4.
62  see p. Foster (ed.), The Writings of the Apostolic Fathers, london: T&T Clark, 2007, pp. 98–100.
63  see R. m. grant, Ignatius of Antioch, vol. 4 of R. m. grant (ed.), The Apostolic Fathers, Camden, nJ: 

Thomas nelson & sons, 1966, p. 7.
64  see, e.g., ignatius, To the Ephesians 7.2 and To the Romans 6.3.
65  ignatius, To the Ephesians 7.2.
66  ignatius, To the Ephesians 18.2.
67  ignatius, To the Trallians 9.1–2.
68  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 1.1–2.
69  ignatius, To the Ephesians 5.2 and To the Romans 7.3 (see John 6:33).
70  ignatius, To the Romans 7.2 (see John 4:10; 7:38).
71  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 9.1 (see John 10:7, 9).
72  ignatius, To the Magnesians 7.1 (see John 5:19, 30; 8:28).
73  Though the parameters of this collection remain uncertain; so l. m. mcdonald, The Biblical Canon, 

peabody, ma: hendrickson, 2007, pp. 150–69.
74  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 8.2.
75  massaux notes two references, seven cases of “literary contact,” and five more probable contacts with 

matthew; see É. massaux, The Influence of the Gospel of Saint Matthew on Christian Literature before Saint 
Irenaeus, vol. 1, leuven, Belgium: peeters; macon, ga: mercer university press, 1990, pp. 85–120.

76  ignatius, To the Ephesians 18.2.
77  matt. 3:14–15; John the Baptist’s objection appears only in matthew and not its gospel parallels.
78  ignatius, To the Ephesians 11.1 (see matt. 3:7).
79  ignatius, To the Ephesians 14.2 (see matt. 12:33).
80  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 2.2 (see matt. 7:15).
81  This seems evident in the life of polycarp as well; see e. a. Castelli, Imitating Paul, louisville, Ky: 

Westminster John Knox, 1991.
82  see hermas, Similitudes 5.5 (cf. ps. 80:8–16; isa. 5:1–7; ezek. 19:10–14; matt. 20:1–16; John 15:1–11).
83  see, e.g., Didache 9.5; Martyrdom of Polycarp 2.3; 2 Clement 2.4.
84  see already the work of helmut Köster, Synoptische Uberlieferung bei den apostolischen Vätern, Berlin: 

akademie-verlag, 1957.
85  as Behr observes, this “was a period of struggle for survival and the crucible in which the basic 

elements of Christian identity and organization were forged.” see J. Behr, “social and historical 
setting,” in F. young, l. ayres, a. louth (eds), The Cambridge History of Early Christian Literature, 
Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 2004, pp. 55–70 (esp. 55).



7
JusTin and The 

apologisTs
Oskar Skarsaune

Introductory remarks on “apologists” and “apologies”

The term apologists – used in order to single out a distinct group of Christian authors 
of the second century – is of modern provenance. J. C. Th. von otto was the first to 
use it as a term for the authors of a specific set of second-century works.1 if we leave 
out those authors from whom only a few fragments are extant, von otto’s “apolo-
gists” comprise the following listed with the titles of their apologetic works, and 
approximate dates:

aristides of athens Apology c. 125–150?
Justin martyr of nablus 1 and 2 Apology c. 150–5
Tatian of syria Oration to the Greeks c. 170
athenagoras of athens Plea on Behalf of Christians c. 177
Theophilus of antioch To Autolycus c. 180
Diognetus  c. 180?

von otto’s criterion for calling these authors “apologists” seems to have been that 
these authors in some way or other wrote works in which they defended Christians or 
the Christian faith against attacks from outsiders. To some extent this is true about all 
the authors enumerated, but this common feature conceals great differences among 
them, especially as to the genre of their works.

While “apologist” is of modern provenance, the term “apology” as name for a 
certain kind of book is not modern. it was probably coined by someone during 
the late second or the third century, and was used by eusebius of Caesarea in 
his Ecclesiastical History around 310.2 eusebius’s criterion for calling a book an 
“apology” (in greek: apologia) is simple and straightforward: these books were 
“handed over” to named Roman emperors. That such was the case is something 
eusebius concludes from these books’ beginnings: they are addressed to Roman 
emperors (or other Roman authorities). eusebius names the following writers as 
authors of apologies:
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Tertullian
(Quadratus)
aristides
Justin
(melito; apollinarius; and miltiades).3

Compared with von otto’s list above, only aristides and Justin qualify as “apologists” 
according to eusebius’s terminology, but so does also Tertullian, who was not included 
in von otto’s edition. eusebius’s criterion would also have made athenagoras’s book 
an apology, but apparently eusebius did not know it, or its author. on the other 
hand, he knew the works of Tatian and Theophilus, but calls them logoi, orations, not 
apologies. They were not addressed to Roman authorities.

in the following essay i shall argue that among preserved apologies, only Justin’s 
so-called First Apology really meets eusebius’s criterion for an apology. only Justin’s 
book was actually handed in to the imperial administration as a formal petition, with 
the expectation of being answered by the emperor. (Whether this expectation was 
realistic or not, is another matter.) some of the non-preserved apologies mentioned 
by eusebius may also have qualified as real petitions, but this we cannot know. This 
leaves us with aristides as the only one to challenge Justin’s position as the great 
pioneer in the genre of apology. But aristides’ so-called Apology is clearly not a real 
petition, in spite of its two titles marking it as such (see more on this below).4 in the 
following, i shall therefore treat Justin as the pioneer among the “real” apologists, and, 
according to eusebius’s criterion, perhaps the only real apologist there was. at the 
same time i will also point out the considerable continuity there was between Justin, 
on the one hand, and some predecessors and several successors, on the other. This 
continuity is seen more in the contents than in the genre of their writings, and gives 
von otto’s grouping together of these authors some justification. one should only add 
Tertullian’s Apology to his list.

Justin’s so-called first apology: creating something new

Before Justin, most Christian literature had been written for internal consumption 
among Christians. They were small and marginal groups in a society mostly hostile 
towards them. They had, in a sense, more than enough with keeping up their faith, 
solidifying their identity, and fighting the tendency to increased fragmentation that 
often threatens such marginal groups. These concerns are dominant in the group of 
writings commonly called the apostolic Fathers, stemming from ce c. 100 to c. 150, 
the period preceding Justin and the other apologists. in these writings, you speak about 
the world outside the Church rather than to it.

When polycarp was led to martyrdom in the arena, and was offered the opportunity 
to defend his faith publicly before the crowd gathered there, he simply refused.

The pro-Consul said: “persuade the people.” and polycarp said: “you i should 
have held worthy of discussion, for we have been taught to render honour … 
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to princes and authorities appointed by god. But as for those, i do not count 
them worthy that an apologia should be made to them.”

(Martyrdom of Polycarp 10.2)5

The willingness of polycarp to discuss his faith with the Roman officer was not 
rewarded by the latter  – he was simply not interested. and this was the general 
impression among early Christians as far as the Roman world around them was 
concerned. The Roman empire, when persecuting Christians, had been seen as the 
demonic or satanic enemy of god’s church, not susceptible to any form of argument, 
only to be resisted and paradoxically conquered by the endurance to the end shown 
by the Christian martyrs.

Justin chooses a radically different approach. For the first time, a Christian dares 
to address in public the highest Roman authorities: the emperor, the senate, and the 
Roman people – making a rational appeal to them to stop the unlawful and irrational 
persecutions of Christians. it was a daring approach, and it would hardly have been 
possible but for the fact that in Justin’s time there was a new type of emperor.

it is here that the genre, the form of Justin’s book, becomes important, and also 
its address. in order to show this point more clearly, a few words must be said about 
the practice of libelli (public petitions) in the Roman imperial administration. if one 
individual or several, like the inhabitants of a village, had some complaint to make 
about the procedures followed by some local Roman official, they could hand in a 
complaint to the emperor. This was technically called a libellus in latin and a biblidion 
in greek (both words meaning “small scroll”). literally, this name indicated the 
small size of the scrolls containing the complaint or request. Functionally, the correct 
translation is no doubt “petition.” This term would correspond more closely to greek 
enteuxis, however, and the latter greek term is sometimes used to characterize the 
contents of a biblidion. When a city addressed the emperor with a similar request, it was 
called a presbeia in greek and a supplicatio or legatio in latin; in english best rendered 
as “plea.”6 The emperor was obliged to answer such complaints. at the end of the 
scroll containing the petition or plea there would be some blank space, and here the 
emperor’s answer – which became imperial law in this and similar cases – was written 
in. such answered libelli were then posted in public at certain places in Rome, so that 
anyone could be updated on the latest news in imperial legislation.

Justin’s so-called First Apology exhibits several formal characteristics of being a real 
libellus; even more so if a recently launched theory is correct, namely that the so-called 
Second Apology is really a collection of cut-out material that was originally part of the 
original libellus.7 in this case, 2 Apology 14.1 contains Justin’s own characterization of 
his writing as being a formal petition: “and now we request of you to publicly post this 
petition (biblidion), with your answer appended, so that others may know our customs 
and be released from the bonds of false beliefs and of ignorance of good.”8 This corre-
sponds perfectly with the opening address:

To the emperor Titus aelius hadrianus antoninus pius augustus Caesar; to 
his son verissimus the philosopher; to lucius the philosopher, by birth son 
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of Caesar and by adoption son of pius, an admirer of learning; to the sacred 
senate and to the whole Roman people; in behalf of those men of every 
race who are unjustly hated and mistreated: i, one of them, Justin, the son 
of priscus and grandson of Bacchus, of the city of Flavia neapolis in syria-
palestine, do present this address and petition (enteuxis).

(Justin, First Apology 1)9

These formal characteristics correspond perfectly with Justin’s first point of substance 
in the writing: he complains that the legal proceedings against Christians are not up to 
the standards that one would expect of an empire led by self-proclaimed philosophers. 
Christians are condemned and executed simply by admitting to being Christians, not 
because they have been convicted of any crime in each case. Roman judges proceed 
on the assumption that the crimes commonly attributed to Christians have actually 
been committed by each and every person admitting to be a Christian, but this is an 
irrational and illegal procedure, unworthy of rational men, let alone philosophers.10

This is a formal complaint about Roman malpractice in courts of law, a typical 
example of what petitions were about. and this element in Justin’s writing, taken 
together with its genre, is what defines it as an “apology” in eusebius’s sense. on this 
background it is easy to see that the only so-called apology that may antedate Justin’s – 
that of aristides – does not belong to the same category: there is no formal complaint 
about Roman legal proceedings against Christians in it, no accusation of malpractice, 
and no petition that current practice be changed. The defining element of Justin’s 
Apology is missing.

Justin and his successors

Justin had more than one successor in employing this format: athenagoras’s Plea on Behalf 
of Christians (unknown to eusebius) is in many ways a revised, improved, and strategi-
cally shortened version of Justin’s petition, containing much the same legal argument 
but more cogently stated. For athenagoras, however, the genre of “plea” may be no 
more than a literary fiction, using Justin’s pioneering writing as model for a new literary 
genre.11 The same seems to have been true about melito’s lost writing; the few fragments 
preserved by eusebius seem to indicate that melito leaned heavily on athenagoras as 
well as Justin.12 Finally, this genre culminated in Tertullian’s Apology. here the book’s 
pretence of being a petition is shown to be fictional by Tertullian himself:

Rulers of the Roman empire  … if the extreme severities inflicted on our 
people in recently private judgments, stand in the way of our being permitted 
to defend ourselves before you, you cannot surely forbid the truth to reach your 
ears by the secret pathway of a noiseless book (occulta via tacitarum litterarum).

(Tertullian, Apology 1.1)13

Tertullian not only perfects the literary genre, he also ends it. after him, no more 
apologies in petition style were written.14
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What we have seen here provides us with important clues to unlock the message 
and meaning of Justin’s pioneering work and of the works of his successors. The 
choice of addressing the emperors by a formal petition, appealing to their respect for 
rational argument, their honouring rationality as such, would have been unthinkable 
to earlier generations of Christians, say under domitian’s reign. Rationality would be 
the last thing they associated with the empire and its leader – recall the portrayal of 
the beast in Revelation! Justin’s literary and argumentative strategy is so startlingly 
new and different because he had to do with a new and different brand of emperors. 
antoninus pius (138–61), the ruling emperor to whom Justin addressed his petition, 
was perceived as a new type of emperor – more humane than his predecessors. his 
adoptive son and successor, marcus aurelius (161–80  – the verissimus of Justin’s 
address), was already co-ruler at the time Justin wrote his Apology. he made no secret 
of his ambition of being “the philosopher on the throne,” authoring a full-blown stoic 
philosophical treatise, the Meditations. The probably fictive petitions by athenagoras 
and melito were addressed to him.15 Tertullian, on the other hand, writes his Apology 
(probably 197) after the time of the “philosophical” antoninus, under the first years 
of the severian dynasty (septimius severus 193–211). Tertullian no longer calls his 
imperial addressees philosophers – he had no reason to.

The political context here outlined is of the highest relevance for understanding 
the flow of argument in Justin’s and later apologies. The first common denominator in 
these works is the complaint that Roman legal procedure in court proceedings against 
Christians is illegal and irrational. in Justin’s, in athenagoras’s, and in Tertullian’s 
apologies this is the first point made.16 But none of these authors were satisfied in 
making this legal point. all of them went further, and used by far the greater part 
of their books to make a more general point: Christian faith was not only politically 
and legally harmless and unobjectionable; it was actually true – in fact, the only true 
doctrine about “things human and divine,” the very subject matter of philosophy.

When they embark on the demonstration of this, the three writers are by no means 
saying only new and original things. on the contrary, they all draw on a well-estab-
lished tradition of Jewish and Christian polemic against pagan worship, pointing out 
the irrationality of the latter, and often calling upon greek philosophers as allies in 
this battle. and this more general “apologetic” agenda is what unites the works of these 
three authors with those of the two or three others who are often called “apologists” 
in modern scholarship: Tatian, Oration to the Greeks;17 Theophilus, To Autolycus;18 
and the anonymous author of Diognetus. since these writers in several aspects argue 
very similarly to Justin, i shall refer briefly to their works in our discussion primarily 
when they add significantly to Justin’s argument, or emphasize other dimensions of the 
Christian–Roman encounter.

The argumentative strategy of Justin’s Apology

after what has been said, it hardly needs any explanation that philosophy, and an 
appeal to the rationality advocated by philosophy, loom large in Justin’s work. it could 
hardly be otherwise. Christians were persecuted as “atheists” simply because they 
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refused to take any part in the official Roman cult of the Roman gods and the cult of 
the emperor’s genius.

When Justin and his colleagues wanted to counter this accusation, it was not 
sufficient just saying that Christians, like other people, should be judged on an 
individual basis and not according to general rumours about the whole group. The 
general accusations against Christians had to be addressed head-on. Christians were 
not irrational atheists; on the contrary, Christians were the only ones to worship the 
true god in full accordance with reason. it is here that Justin and his successors could 
tap into a set of arguments others had used before them, Jewish as well as Christian 
writers. and in rehearsing these arguments, the apologists were confident they would 
catch the hearing of philosophers.

already in the Jewish scriptures it is a stock accusation against pagan worship 
that it is utterly irrational. This is most clearly seen in the ironical descriptions of 
idol production and idol worship that we find in the books of isaiah (44:9–20) and 
Jeremiah (10:2–16), and which is carried on in the apocryphal Wisdom of solomon 
(13:10–15:19). Common to these texts is the view that praying to something oneself 
has produced, the maker bowing down before that which he has made, and expecting 
help from something that is helpless itself – this is the apogee of irrationality. in the 
new Testament writings, this polemic is continued, for example, by paul in Romans 
1:18–32; and by the paul of acts, especially in acts 17:22–31. “since we are god’s 
offspring, we ought not to think that the deity is like gold, or silver, or stone, an image 
formed by the art and imagination of mortals” (acts 17:29).19

in saying this, luke’s paul is no doubt also aligning himself with the theological 
ideas already entertained by some in his gentile audience – especially, perhaps, some 
of “the stoic philosophers” (17:18) who had debated with him. They would to a large 
extent agree with paul in this criticism of idol worship. and it is of great relevance 
in our context that luke in acts 17:16–34 actually portrays paul in athens and 
before the areopagos court as a second socrates. like socrates, he proclaims the God 
unknown to the athenians; like socrates he does this in the marketplace, talking with 
people; like socrates, he is accused of introducing strange gods, and is brought before 
a court to investigate the matter. in this indirect, allusive way, luke calls in socrates 
as a predecessor of paul.20

in Justin, athenagoras, Tatian, Theophilus, and Diognetus, this ridicule of idolatry 
is continued, and the references to philosophy as an ally become more explicit, 
especially in Justin and athenagoras. We shall look at Justin’s arguments more closely, 
pointing out parallels in the other writers as we go along.

To his philosophical addressees on the imperial throne Justin points out that one of 
the greatest heroes of philosophy had done exactly the same as Christians were now 
doing, and had been accused in exactly the same way!

everything that the philosophers and legislators discovered and expressed 
well, they accomplished through their discovery and contemplation of 
some part of the logos (Reason). … [among these,] those who were born 
before Christ  … were dragged into law courts as irreligious and meddling 
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persons. … socrates, the most ardent of all in this regard, was accused of the 
very crimes that are imputed to us. They claimed that he introduced new 
deities [Cf. plato, Apology of Socrates 14] and rejected the state-sponsored 
gods. But what he did was to ostracize homer and the other poets [plato, 
Republic books 2 and 10], and to instruct men to expel the evil demons and 
those who perpetrated the deeds [of the gods] narrated by the poets; and to 
exhort men by meditation to learn more about god who was unknown to 
them, saying: “it is not an easy matter to find the Father and Creator of all 
things, nor, when he is found, is it safe to announce him to all men.” [plato, 
Timaeus 28c] yet, our Christ did all this through his own power. There was no 
one who believed so much in socrates as to die for his teaching, but not only 
philosophers and scholars believed in Christ, of whom even socrates had a 
vague knowledge, … but also workmen and men wholly uneducated, who all 
scorned glory, and fear, and death.

(Justin, Second Apology 10.2–8)21

in this one text Justin has stated almost all the major points he wanted to impress on 
the minds of the ruling emperors. he was not satisfied just to point out that Roman 
practice in the legal proceedings against Christians was irrational. The emperors being 
philosophers, he wanted to discuss with them the whole question of truth with regard 
to religion and god.

Beginning with socrates (in plato’s Republic), several philosophers had criticized 
quite severely the stories told about the gods in homer and hesiod.22 These stories 
or “myths” were found to be inappropriate, unworthy of divine beings, and utterly 
unfit as stories about divine conduct to be emulated by human beings. or, in Justin’s 
words, socrates “ostracize[d] homer and the other poets.” But then Justin places this 
within a larger framework with which every philosopher ought to be familiar: the 
great divide there was in antiquity between reason and passion. Reason, Logos, stood 
for true knowledge of reality as it really is, stood also for knowledge of the deep moral 
principles that contribute to a good life and happiness, stood for everything true and 
profitable, and encapsulated the essence of divinity. Pathos, passion(s), stood for the 
opposite, for the irrational emotions that lead human beings astray and extinguish 
every rational insight.23 Reason and passion are contrary and antagonistic forces in 
human beings, and the homeric gods were found to be on the wrong side in this great 
confrontation.

so far, the “historical” socrates would probably have gone along with Justin, and 
many of socrates’ philosophical followers as well. But Justin probably goes beyond 
what socrates himself could have said when he makes him claim that the homeric 
gods were really demons in disguise. When he says that socrates “instruct[ed] men to 
expel the evil demons and those who perpetrated the deeds [of the gods] narrated by 
the poets,” it is not really socrates we hear speaking, but someone expounding an old 
topic in Jewish criticism of pagan worship.

it is said already in the septuagint, the greek Bible of the Jews of alexandria, 
that “all the gods of the gentiles are [in reality] demons” (ps. 96:5; lXX 95:5). paul 
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presupposes the same idea in 1 Corinthians 10:20: “what pagans sacrifice [when they 
bring sacrifices to their gods], they sacrifice to demons and not to god.” in fact, paul 
is here echoing another septuagint text: “they sacrificed to demons and not to god.” 
another Jewish writer, certainly prior to paul, took the idea one step further by identi-
fying the story told in gen. 6:1–4 with the story of the origin of the pagan gods. in 
1 Enoch 12–19 it is told how some angels – “the sons of god” – left their heavenly 
abode and had sexual relations with the daughters of men. From these unions the 
giants were born; when the giants died, their spirits lived on as demons. The fallen 
angels thereupon terrified men and seduced them into sacrificing to the demons as if 
the latter were gods.

Justin was entirely familiar with these Jewish ideas, and spells them out very clearly 
as follows: god had set high angels as rulers over mankind, but some of them

violated their charge, fell into sin with women and begot children who are 
called demons. moreover, they subsequently subjected the human race to 
themselves, partly by magic writings, partly by the fear they instilled into 
them  … and partly by instructing them in the use of sacrifices, incense, 
and libations, which they [the spirits] really needed after becoming slaves of 
their lustful passions [pathe]; and among men they engendered murders, wars, 
adulteries, all sorts of dissipation, and every species of sin.

(Justin, Second Apology 5.3–4)24

The poets, however, believed all this was done by their gods, not by demons, and 
therefore ascribed to their gods this most irrational behaviour. pagan religion is 
therefore decidedly not on the side of reason in the great struggle that is always 
going on between passions and rationality. and the true philosopher, the spokesman 
of reason, should have no doubt as to what his calling is with regard to this type of 
religion. he should take socrates as his model:

When socrates attempted  … to draw men away from the demons by true 
reason [logo alethei] and judgment, then these very demons brought it about, 
through men delighting in evil, that he be put to death as an atheist and 
impious person, because, they claimed, he introduced new divinities. and 
now they endeavour to do the very same thing to us. and not only among the 
greeks were these things through socrates condemned by reason [hypo logou] 
but also among the Barbarians by the Logos Himself, who assumed a human 
form and became man, and was called Jesus Christ.

(Justin, First Apology 5.3–4)25

Through this portrayal of socrates, Justin is presenting his philosophical audience 
with quite a challenge. The emperors were portraying themselves as philosophers, but 
who were now really the true philosophers? philosophers should be the defenders of 
reason, logos, they should never side with reason’s enemies, the passions, ta pathe. The 
very embodiment of irrational passions was greco-Roman religion. accordingly the 
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true philosopher had no choice but to break decisively with traditional religion – just 
as socrates had done. The only ones who now followed socrates’ example, however, 
were in fact the Christians! even without a philosophical education they opposed 
irrational religion and stood up for reason. They even paid the same price for it as 
socrates had once done. in persecuting Christians, the empire aligned itself with 
socrates’ enemies and the demoniacal forces working through them, not with reason 
and philosophy.

This is poignant polemic on hellenism’s own terms. The great conflict between 
reason and passion (logos versus pathos), so deeply perceived and analyzed in the 
classical greek philosophical traditions, is seen by Justin as concretely acted out in the 
conflict between pagan religion (based on passion) and philosophy’s severe criticism 
of it (based on reason). at the same time, Justin’s polemic is also aimed at philoso-
phers in Justin’s own time: they had worked out a practical compromise with official 
religion, and were able to live harmoniously with it.26 socrates and Christians were 
not! (one strategy in this compromise was the stoic allegorical exegesis of homer’s 
myths. in plato’s Republic, socrates rejects this strategy, like Justin and other Christian 
apologists.) Thus, not only were Christians philosophers like socrates; they were, in 
Justin’s days, the only true philosophers around! This equation could also be reversed: 
if Christians were philosophers, then socrates was some sort of Christian.27 Calling 
socrates a Christian was extremely effective rhetoric with regard to the philosophical 
audience at which it was aimed.

But all this was no mere rhetorical strategy for Justin. he was deeply convinced of 
the truth of this perspective. For him, Jesus Christ was not only a teacher of reason, 
like socrates. Christ was more than that. he was Reason himself, reason in person. 
he was, from the beginning, the Logos who later became incarnate. in developing this 
point, Justin is largely expounding traditional Jewish and Christian ideas, and in so 
doing, he had predecessors as well as successors.

Some basic tenets of apologetic theology, mainly Justin’s

First, as god’s own Logos, Christ took part in creation, and especially in the creation of 
humanity. When god said: “let us make man in our image,” the Father was dialoguing 
with his Logos, the son.28 as the only one among the creatures, the human being was 
endowed with logos, the capacity for rational thinking. Justin can therefore call this 
capacity in human beings “seeds of the logos,”29 and he can call the logos himself 
“The sowing logos,” Logos spermatikos.30 in creating human beings in god’s and the 
Logos’s image, god’s Logos sowed a seed of himself, a logos-seed, a seed of rationality, 
in human beings. if so, there ought to be some manifestation of this god-given ration-
ality also outside the circle of those who had knowledge of god’s revelation in the 
scriptures. and this proves to be the case, as we have seen, although clear manifesta-
tions among the gentiles prove to be exceedingly rare. apart from socrates, Justin 
in one place adds heraclitus and musonius Rufus and a more general reference to the 
stoic philosophers31 and in another the ancient lawgivers.32 Those who gave good laws 
curbed the raging passions of men. The philosophers were in part excellent teachers of 
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morals (as were the stoics), but their crowning achievement, as in socrates, was their 
severe criticism of traditional religion. one should carefully note that Justin – unlike 
some modern theologians who refer to him – never saw the Logos spermatikos active 
in pagan religion. it is not Christ who is the hidden power behind them, but demons. 
no, the sowing logos is active in non-Christian criticism of pagan religion!33

Basically the same point of view recurs in athenagoras. Christians are not atheists, 
since they believe in the one god there is, defining him in much the same way as do 
the best of greek poets, and also plato and aristotle.34

now, if plato is no atheist when he understands the Creator of all things to 
be the one uncreated god, neither are we atheists when we acknowledge him 
by whose logos all things were created and upheld by his spirit and assert 
that he is god.

(athenagoras, Plea on Behalf of Christians 6.2)35

even Tertullian  – known for his brisk denial of any positive relationship between 
“athens and Jerusalem”36 – is willing, in his Apology, to enlist socrates as a witness 
of truth:

i do not dwell on the philosophers, contenting myself with a reference to 
socrates, who, in contempt of the gods, used to swear by an oak, and a goat, 
and a dog. in fact, for this very thing socrates was condemned to death, that 
he overthrew the worship of the gods. plainly, at one time as well as another, 
that is, always truth is disliked.

(Tertullian, Apology 14.8)37

in denying your gods, says Tertullian to the Romans, socrates “had a glimpse of  
the truth.”38

in Tatian39 and Theophilus40 we encounter again Justin’s concept of the one god 
and his creating the world through his logos (Theophilus adds: and through his 
Wisdom, apparently equating Wisdom with the spirit),41 but these writers are more 
reticent in calling philosophy to their aid as a witness of truth. in Tatian this has to do 
with his overall polarization of anything greek over against the “barbarian” truth of 
Christian doctrine.42 Theophilus admits that plato said many good things about “the 
sole rule of god and about the human soul, saying that the soul is immortal,” but on 
the other hand he contradicts these good things by teaching bad sexual morals and 
other depravities, and the transmigration of souls.43 in another place he again recog-
nizes that plato’s concept of god is adequate, but plato destroys it by also according 
eternity, hence divinity, to matter.44

looking back on the ideas presented here, one notices that the usual dichotomy 
between “Jewish” and “hellenistic”  – with which scholars have long approached 
these matters – is inadequate. There is no doubt that in talking about god and his 
logos, and the latter as a mediating entity in god’s dealings with the created world, 
Justin and his successors were using concepts, terms, and ideas that philosophically 
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educated people could easily recognize as their own. at the same time we have seen 
that there are biblical and Jewish precedents for almost everything Justin says. and 
on the decisive point – branding pagan religion as the very expression of irrationality, 
and every attempt at criticism and abandonment of pagan religion as glimmering 
manifestations of logos  – Justin and his successors were thinking in biblical terms 
rather than hellenistic. For them, this conflict was not a purely intellectual matter; it 
was a life-and-death battle – dramatically demonstrated in Christian martyrdom. This 
leads us on to the next point.

second, for Justin, the seeds of reason implanted in all human beings are, to all 
practical purposes, entirely powerless. What really dominates the life of human beings 
is the overwhelming power of satan and demons.45 against this power human beings 
are really helpless, they are held captive by the evil powers and the sins they have 
committed under the influence of these powers. This means that it was not suffi-
cient that god’s logos merely informed human beings of some relevant truths about 
themselves and the divine. This was insufficient, even if this truth was communicated 
by the logos in person.

it is here that Justin  – and the tradition of which he is part  – decisively parts 
company with platonism and also with the gnostics. For these, the highest element 
of human beings was of the same nature as the divine. “salvation” therefore basically 
meant to recognize and realize one’s own true nature. This was within the capacity of 
human beings, or at least some of them. Justin was thinking in completely different 
terms. The breaking of the power of satan, demons, and sin was not something merely 
noetic, something gained by new insight. it was not enough that the son of god was a 
teacher of new knowledge. in order to be the saviour, he had to do something. he had 
to share our sufferings, die, and rise again. it was by this act that he conquered man’s 
enemies; it was by something he did that he liberated human beings. “For we worship 
and love, after god the Father, the logos who is from [him] … , since he even became 
man for us, so that by sharing in our sufferings he also might heal us [cp. isa. 53:5].”46

Justin knew well that on this point he could no longer rely on platonic philosophy 
to support him – quite the contrary. Therefore he does not elaborate this point in any 
great detail in his apologies. his immediate successors – athenagoras, Tatian, and 
Theophilus – are almost silent about it. But this silence should not be taken to imply 
that they had nothing to say about the incarnation and the saving act of the son of 
god. in the case of Justin and melito, we have preserved other of their works, not in 
the genre of apology, that clearly demonstrate that the apologetic genre did not allow 
these writers to say everything they had to say.

in Justin’s Dialogue with Trypho we see him presenting extensively and emphatically 
two points that are only briefly hinted at in his apologies: first, a deep-going criticism 
of plato and his teaching concerning the nature of the human soul.47 This criticism 
is stated by “a very old man” portrayed as a Christian socrates. The platonic position 
is defended by Justin, as he was before his conversion to Christ. in the philosophical 
dialogue between himself and the old man – written according to the best platonic 
models – Justin negates the basic platonic premise; namely, that the human soul can 
know god because it is of the same nature. But if so, asks “Justin” the platonist, to 



osKaR sKaRsaune

132

whom should we then turn for reliable knowledge about god? The old man answers: 
to those who had direct experience with god because they had actually met and heard 
and seen him. These men we call prophets. Because of this immediate encounter with 
god, their words are far superior to anything said by philosophers.48

and what did they say? This brings us to Justin’s second point, which is polemical 
with regard to Judaism.49 The prophets said that there would come to earth the son 
of god, that he would die to redeem men from their slavery to satan, sin, and death, 
and that he would rise again and be seated on god’s throne as the Father’s co-regent. 
in the Dialogue, this creed-like summary of the prophets’ message is defended against 
the Jewish objections of Trypho, but – as the only one among the apologists – Justin 
also finds it worthwhile to present a shorter version of this “proof from prophecy” in 
his First Apology.50 how should he make this narrative about the incarnate son of god 
credible to a philosophical audience?

lest anyone should object and ask, “What prevents us from supposing that he 
whom we call Christ was a man born of men, and has worked what we term 
miracles through the art of magic, and thus [only] appeared to be the son of 
god,” we now present proof that such was not the case. We shall do so not 
by trusting in mere claims, but by necessarily believing those who predicted 
these things before they happened, for we are actual eyewitnesses of events 
that have happened and are happening [now] in the very manner in which 
they were foretold. This, we are sure, will appear to you [philosophers] too, the 
greatest and truest proof.

(Justin martyr, First Apology 30)51

That is, not only to an audience already believing the prophets and being familiar with 
their prophecies, but also to a philosophical audience unfamiliar with the Bible, would 
the “proof from prophecy” appear rationally convincing. how could anyone predict 
centuries in advance something that actually happened, unless the spirit of god had 
revealed these later events to him?

athenagoras has much the same admiration for the superiority of the prophets over 
any purely human wisdom, but grounds it more in the inspired account of creation in 
the first chapters of genesis than on the messianic prophecies.52 The same is true of 
Tatian, who also emphasizes the chronological priority of the “barbaric” prophets.53 
Both aspects are then elaborated in great detail by Theophilus – he has an extensive 
and apologetic exegesis of genesis 1–4,54 a defence of the superior teaching of the 
biblical prophets,55 as well as a learned proof of the greater antiquity of the biblical 
prophets, compared with homer and the other greek writers.56

Justin is thus alone in setting forth in considerable detail  – in the genre of a 
petition! – the messianic prophecies, portraying a messiah dying and rising and being 
enthroned for the redemption of human beings. i do not think he did it merely to 
demonstrate the correspondence between prophecy and fulfilment of prophecy. i 
believe he also wanted his readers to get the flavour of what the story of Jesus was all 
about. as when he expounds the meaning of genesis 49:11 (“washing his robe in the 
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blood of the grape”): this was “a forewarning of the passion he was to endure, purifying 
with his blood those who believe in him.”57 “his robe” is a metaphor used by the spirit 
of prophecy to signify the community of believers, Justin explains.

Conclusion

i have been trying in this essay to portray Justin and the other apologists not only 
as thinkers  – a well-deserved name. They were educated men; they had a current 
knowledge of the philosophy, science, and general learning of their time, and made 
intelligent and sometimes innovative use of this knowledge. But i have also tried 
to portray them as Christian thinkers. This is most easily seen in Justin, but once 
you have seen it here, it also shines through in the others. They have much to say 
about god, meaning god the Father. But it is when they come to speak of his Logos 
that things really warm up. They believed they had met the Logos, the very reason 
of god, in the person of Jesus. This conviction made them bold and confident in 
their encounter with philosophy – in agreement as well as in criticism. and it made 
them brave in their encounter with irrational pathos, embodied in pagan worship, not 
least in the obligatory worship of the Roman pantheon. according to Justin58 and 
later Tertullian59 it often made a deep impression on heathen spectators to observe 
Christian martyrdom for truth. Christians were there to remind all self-professed 
thinkers that thinking rightly about god and his logos was no child’s play. it could 
have serious consequences – witness Justin, the martyr.
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iRenaeus oF lyons

D. Jeffrey Bingham

The man, the bishop

in the year 177, pothinus, the bishop of lyons, was ninety years old. he died that 
summer after two days of beatings at the hands of the Romans for his insistence that 
Christ was the Christian god. a terrible persecution had come upon the Christians 
of lyons (lugdunum to the ancient Romans), in modern France, and those of its 
neighboring city, vienne, some sixteen miles south on the east bank of the Rhone. 
We are fortunate to have a selective record of this trial in the Letter of the Churches 
of Lyons and Vienne preserved for us by eusebius in his Ecclesiastical History.1 To the 
name of pothinus, among others, we may add that of attalus, who was burned alive 
in the amphitheater which lies nestled on the gentle and shaded slopes of the Croix-
Rousse hill in lyons. maturus and sanctus, too, were tormented there by the flames, 
and Blandina, after many tortures, was finally gored to death by a bull. each sacrificed 
themselves in imitation of the true fleshly passion of Christ, their incarnate-god, in 
hope of the bodily resurrection. so fundamental and pervasive was their resurrection-
faith, that the Romans cremated the martyrs’ corpses and dispersed the ashes in the 
river in hopes of defeating any notion of Christians being raised bodily from their 
graves.

The man who would follow pothinus into the episcopacy of lyons, knowing full 
well the fate of his predecessor and who was, quite likely, the author of the Letter 
which tells of his martyrdom, was irenaeus.2 according to Jerome, he flourished 
under the Roman emperor, Commodus (180–92), son of marcus aurelius.3 probably 
born sometime between 125 and 140, irenaeus died perhaps as a martyr some sixty 
or seventy years later during the persecution brought upon Christians by the Roman 
emperor septimius severus in the early years of the third century, but the precise time 
and circumstances surrounding his death are unknown.4

irenaeus’s native city was the present-day Turkish city, izmir, “the pearl of the 
aegean,” known in the ancient world as smyrna. modern life has limited excavation 
of ancient smyrna and few remnants of the boyhood city of irenaeus can be seen 
today. Remains of the agora, the market place and center for all commercial, political, 
and religious life, rebuilt in 178 with its impressive colonnades, however, may still be 
enjoyed. as one strolls through the agora, it is not hard to imagine the boy irenaeus 
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walking by the Zeus altar or observing polycarp, the bishop of smyrna, in theological 
discussion with the Roman presbyter, Florinus, who would embrace ideas worrisome 
to irenaeus’s concept of orthodoxy.5 in his youth, irenaeus had been a disciple of 
polycarp and learned key components of the Christian faith from this man who had 
been taught by the apostle John and others who had seen Christ.6 This pedigree 
places irenaeus within that line of Christianity which flows, in his understanding, 
unbroken from the apostle to the bishop. as Johannes Quasten wrote, according to 
irenaeus’s own testimony, “it is evident that through polycarp irenaeus was in touch 
with the apostolic age.”7 it has recently been argued that the importance of polycarp’s 
teaching for irenaeus can be seen explicitly in his argument that the old Testament 
was a prophecy of the new Testament in the fourth book of Against Heresies. Charles 
hill claims that the unnamed presbyter of Against Heresies 4.27–32 is polycarp.8

martyrdom seems never to have been far from irenaeus. polycarp, too, was martyred 
in February of 155 or 156. his pupil, irenaeus, knew the tragic tale of his death, and 
an account from the church of smyrna is available to us in the Martyrdom of Polycarp. 
it provides a window into the faith of the early Christians of asia minor through 
the steadfastness of an old man, who, in the face of death, hoped for the immortality 
of body and soul in resurrection and who saw himself as a partaker in the sufferings  
of Christ.

By the time of the persecution in lyons, some twenty years after polycarp’s 
martyrdom, irenaeus was already a presbyter within that diocese serving under 
pothinus, having moved from smyrna some time before. he was a trusted emissary 
of peace and on at least two occasions represented the believers in lyons and in 
asia in doctrinal and liturgical controversies. Just prior to the persecution of 177 
he was chosen by those who would be martyrs to serve as courier of a letter to pope 
eleutherius in Rome concerning montanism.9 around thirteen years later, during 
the paschal controversy, he wrote a letter to pope victor i, requesting that peace be 
made with the Christians of asia.10 it was during his mission to eleutherius in Rome 
that he was absent from lyons during the persecutions. This explains his survival and 
positioned him to succeed pothinus.

What we have in irenaeus is one man, one bishop, in whom resided the expression 
and faith of Christianity from a breadth of geographical and cultural locations. in 
particular, his life demonstrates a connection between gaul, the Roman region, 
which among other parts of modern-day western europe, included France, in which 
lyons is located, and the eastern part of the empire. lyons was the converging point 
for all traffic and trade within gaul, and eusebius names it and its neighboring city of 
vienne as the capital cities of the region.11 such a connection between Christians in 
Rome and the east is already evident early on, for example, in the letter of Clement 
of Rome to the church of Corinth (1 Clement) and in ignatius’s epistle to Rome. 
But here, in irenaeus and the Christianity of gaul, the early continuity and kinship 
between the east, Rome, and gaul is shown. The bond becomes even more apparent 
when we consider that the account of the persecution that took place in lyons (177) 
and included Christians from there as well as from vienne was communicated by the 
survivors to the churches in asia and phrygia in a letter. The account also names some 
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of the martyrs who were natives of the east, for instance, attalus from pergamum, and 
alexander, a phrygian.12 The letter emphasizes, as well, that this connection is not just 
one of commerce and migration. The Christians of gaul and the east share a common 
confession and expectation: “The servants of Christ at vienne and lyons in gaul to 
our brothers in asia and phrygia who have the same faith and hope of redemption as 
we: peace, grace, and glory from god the Father and Christ Jesus our lord.”13

irenaeus was well-traveled, well-mentored, and well-thought of. But his uniqueness 
rests largely in his representation of an observable confessional unity among disparate 
Christian communities:

in his own person he united the major traditions of Christendom from asia 
minor, syria, Rome, and gaul, although his acquaintance with palestine, 
greece, and egypt was minimal. We cannot say that he represents the whole 
of second-century Christianity, but he does represent the majority views 
outside alexandria, where Christian speculative thought was closer to the 
gnosticism he fought. he represents the literary categories of his predecessors 
as well as the areas through which he had passed.14

His writings

eusebius, the church historian, honored irenaeus as a peacemaker, in keeping with the 
meaning of his name.15 it may be surprising to some that this irenic churchman, this 
diplomat, this representative Christian, was also the second century’s most informed, 
prolific, and theologically structured polemicist against gnosticism. his great literary 
work of five books, written around 180 from lyons, is known as Against Heresies. 
it is still valued, not only for its example of early Christian biblical interpretation, 
theological argumentation, and anti-gnostic and anti-marcionite polemic, but also for 
its account of a variety of gnostic beliefs. in it, irenaeus claims to break new ground as 
he bases his account on his own reading of some of the literature of the valentinians 
and even his discussions with some of their teachers.16 although some of his descrip-
tions show stereotyping, polemical exaggeration, and faithfulness to rhetorical strategy, 
and although we may allow for some misunderstanding of his sources, irenaeus’s repre-
sentations have been judged quite accurate and largely substantiated by our access to 
the nag hammadi library, discovered in the mid-twentieth century.17 For example, 
pheme perkins has argued that irenaeus was a good student of the gnostic sources 
at his disposal, freeing him, somewhat, from reliance upon earlier heresiologists.18 he 
demonstrated his ability to use his sources with originality, and to distinguish between 
works that were valentinian and those which the valentinians recognized as sources 
for their own systems. she suggests that some critics of irenaeus’s credibility may fail 
to account for his rhetoric and skilful handling of some gnostic sources.19

one important insight provided by the nag hammadi find, however, which 
irenaeus’s polemical discussions do not always allow us to fully appreciate, is the 
amazing diversity of gnostic teaching in Christianity’s early years. Contemporary 
scholars prefer to speak of an early diversity of “particular approaches to gnostic 



d. JeF F Rey Bingham

140

spirituality or even particular gnostic schools of thought.”20 The texts from nag 
hammadi are typically classed within four “groups” or “expressions” of gnosis: Thomas 
Christianity, the sethian school of gnostic thought, the valentinian school of 
gnostic thought, and hermetic religion.21 in irenaeus’s descriptions of his opponents 
there is relation to only two of the four. The Nag Hammadi Scriptures: The International 
Edition (2007) puts it this way: “The texts of the sethian and valentinian schools of 
thought illumine the gnostic forms of religion addressed by the heresiologists irenaeus 
of lyons, hippolytus of Rome, epiphanius of salamis, and others, and they serve to 
clarify the teachings understood – or misunderstood – by the heresiological authors in 
their highly polemical writings.”22

Christoph markschies, while recognizing the variety of groups and currents within 
early Christian fascination with gnosis (knowledge), nevertheless points us to what 
he regards as an eight-component model of gnosis, reflecting a consensus in contem-
porary study:

(1) the experience of a supreme, other-worldly god; (2) the inclusion of 
additional divine figures closer to human beings than the distant god; (3) the 
valuation of world and matter as evil and alienating; (4) the introduction 
of a (ignorant/evil) creator, craftsman (demiurge); (5) the explanation of 
alienation by means of a myth in which a divine element falls and is trapped 
within human beings of an elite class, longing for its ultimate freedom; (6) the 
definition of gnosis as knowledge about this state which can only be provided 
by a descending redeemer from the other world; (7) the redemption of human 
beings by means of the knowledge of the distant god and/or divine element 
within them; and (8) a tendency towards dualism in concepts of the divine, 
spirit and matter, and human beings.23

These eight components, as we shall see, are not very different from what irenaeus 
presents, within Against Heresies, as some of the central features of the ideologies of his 
opponents. in his polemic, irenaeus may not pay the full diversity of gnosis its due, as 
reflected in nag hammadi, but his model, informed by his own contextual experience 
and not exhaustive, has parallels with the contemporary consensus. Furthermore, 
it must be allowed that what, at a cursory glance, may appear as inaccuracies in 
irenaeus’s work may actually be a reliable reflection of variants in the expressions of 
gnosis to which he was exposed and which were due at least in part to the diversity 
that existed among the valentinian and other gnostic groups which produced them.24 
sometimes, close examination will reveal that what at first is seen as distortion of an 
expression of gnosis or a school’s thought actually shows an alternative within that 
school or only minor variation with it.25

Against Heresies, as the main five-book tome authored by irenaeus is known (in 
both ancient and modern shorthand), was written while eleutherius was bishop of 
Rome (174–89). its longer title, Refutation and Overthrow of Knowledge Falsely so 
Called, is influenced by the language of 1 Timothy 6:20. unfortunately, it is available 
now in the original greek of irenaeus only in selected parts preserved within the 
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works of other early Christian writers and in some papyrus fragments.26 Fortunately, 
however, there exists a very strict latin translation of the work (probably done in the 
fourth or fifth century and certainly before 421 when augustine quoted from it) and 
a literal armenian translation of Against Heresies 4 and 5 (which even supplements 
the partially incomplete latin translation), perhaps done in the sixth century and 
available to us in a thirteenth-century manuscript (discovered in yerevan, armenia, 
in 1904).27 at the time, the most convenient, full, yet dated, english translation is 
that of a. Roberts and W. h. Rambaut.28 There is a very good contemporary trans-
lation of Against Heresies 1 by d. unger and J. J. dillon in the ancient Christian 
Writers series and a handy selection of texts by Robert grant.29 other volumes of 
Against Heresies in the ancient Christian Writers series are currently in process. The 
best critical edition is available in the French series, sources chrétiennes.30

The first book of Against Heresies begins with a preface which introduces the 
bishop’s understanding of the nature of heresy and the approach of his reply (1.pref.).31 
his discussion then divides into three parts: (1) his exposure of the theses of the 
valentinian ptolemy (1.1–9); (2) his exposure of the diversity within the systems 
of his opponents contrasted with the unified faith of the church (1.10–22); and (3) 
his exposure of the roots of valentinianism through discussion of its ancestors, both 
remote and immediate (1.23–31.2). irenaeus’s conclusion states his belief that he had 
succeeded in exposing the heretics (1.31.3–4). Against Heresies 2 opens with a preface 
that summarizes the accomplishments of his first book (exposure of the heresy) and 
informs the reader that the task at hand is now refutation (2.pref.). This refutation 
takes place in five segments: (1) his refutation of the valentinian notion of a pleroma 
superior to the one, true Creator-Father (2.1–11); (2) his refutation of the valentinian 
ideas concerning the aeons, sophia’s passion, and their understanding of their true 
identity as the pneumatic seed (2.12–19); (3) a refutation of the numerology of his 
opponents (2.20–28); (4) a refutation of the valentinian ideas concerning final 
consummation and the demiurge (2.29–30); and (5) his refutation of erroneous ideas 
prior to the valentinian myth (2.31–35). With a short conclusion irenaeus states his 
confidence that his second book has demonstrated the unity between his refutation 
and scripture’s witness to the one god who is both Creator and Father (2.35.4).

The preface to the next book of Against Heresies summarizes the content of the 
first two books and quickly introduces the third volume: it is a proof from scripture 
(3.pref.). Following an argument for its truth and reliability (3.1–5), irenaeus provides 
proof from the apostolic teaching within the scriptures for the Church’s faith in the 
one and only god, Creator, in contrast to the heretics’ opinions (3.6–15). he then 
develops the apostolic witness to the one and only son of god, Christ, and his recapit-
ulative incarnation (3.16–23). he concludes by addressing the misfortune awaiting 
those who do not join the Church in faith (3.24–25). Against Heresies 4, after a preface 
which introduces irenaeus’s project against his opponents (4.pref.), divides into three 
main parts. in part one he argues from the clear sayings of the lord that there exists 
only one god who created all things and who oversees both covenants of redemption, 
new and old (4.1–19). in the second part, also from the clear sayings of the lord, he 
provides proof that the new Testament was prophesied by the old Testament (4.20–
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35). part three presents his argument, from the parables, that one god administrates 
both covenants, as well as blesses, and judges (4.36–41.3). his conclusion (4.41.4) 
summarizes the witness of the lord’s words to the one god, and promises the further 
polemic to come in the fifth volume from the words of paul and other words of the 
lord. some earlier source criticism had argued that Against Heresies 4 was a work of 
disjointed borrowing which lacked both literary and theological harmony. The work 
of phillippe Bacq has put such arguments to rest and has demonstrated the book’s 
unity.32 antonio orbe has also written a thorough commentary on book four.33

irenaeus’s fifth book continues his agenda demonstrating the church’s faith 
from scripture. here, in addition to other words of the lord, he brings to the 
table the apostolic epistles. The preface briefly summarizes the contributions of 
the four previous books and promises to continue the refutation in this final book 
(5.pref.). part one treats the resurrection of the flesh largely from the epistles of 
paul (5.1–14). The second part argues for the one god, both Creator and Father, 
from different aspects of the life and teaching of Christ (5.15–24). part three 
proves the unity of the Creator and Father from scriptural material he understands 
as Christ’s eschatological teaching (5.25–36.2). it is within this portion of his 
argument that irenaeus describes his thoughts, read with great interest by some 
and strong disagreement by others, on the eschatological figure of the antichrist 
and chiliasm. The bishop’s conclusion to both Against Heresies 5 and the whole 
work sees him teaching that there exists only one god, one son of god, and one 
humankind (5.36.3). antonio orbe has written an extensive commentary on 
book five.34

in addition to Against Heresies, which he sets forth both as a manifestation of the 
teachings of his valentinian opponents and as a vehicle which refutes them, irenaeus 
also composed several other works. eusebius, the fourth-century church historian, set 
forth a list:

in opposition to those at Rome who were falsifying the sound precepts of 
the Church, irenaeus composed various letters, entitling one To Blastus, 
On Schism, another To Florinus, On the Sole Sovereignty or That God is not 
the Author of Evil – a notion which Florinus seemed to be defending. again 
when Florinus was inveigled by the error of valentinus, irenaeus composed 
his masterpiece The Ogdoad, in which he also makes it clear that he himself 
was in the unbroken succession from the apostles. … in addition to the letters 
and other works of irenaeus already quoted, there is extant a very succinct 
and highly convincing essay directed against the greeks and entitled Scientific 
[or Concerning] Knowledge; another, dedicated to a fellow-Christian named 
marcian on the Exposition [or Demonstration] of the Apostolic Preaching; and a 
collection of addresses on various subjects, in which he mentions the epistle 
to the hebrews and the “Wisdom of solomon,” quoting several passages from 
them. That completes the list of works by irenaeus that have come to my 
cognizance.

(eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.20.1; 5.26)35
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in addition to listing these works, eusebius also provides a glimpse into a few of the 
words from the conclusion of The Ogdoad, reproduces a lengthy passage from irenaeus’s 
letter To Florinus, On the Sole Sovereignty, and gives excerpts from his letter to pope 
victor concerning easter.36 Regrettably – apart from these few lines preserved by 
eusebius, some scattered fragments, and The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching – 
all the other writings are lost.

scholars debate whether the Demonstration was written before or after Against 
Heresies and even whether the last two chapters (99–100) are a later addition to the 
original text (1–98).37 it was only in 1904 that, along with the armenian translation 
of Against Heresies 4 and 5, the armenian text of the Demonstration – a thirteenth-
century manuscript of a sixth-century translation from the greek – came into modern 
hands.38 J. Behr has published a very good and handy english translation.39 The 
critical edition is available in the series patrologia orientalis.40

irenaeus stated the purpose of the Demonstration upfront. he had taken up pen to 
write to marcianus and thereby to provide him with a handbook, a summary, of the 
apostolic teaching. he informs marcianus that

We are sending you, as it were, a summary memorandum, so that you may find 
much in a little, and by means of this small [work] understand all the members 
of the body of the truth, and through a summary receive the exposition of the 
things of god so that, in this way, it will bear your own salvation like fruit, 
and that you may confound all those who hold false opinions and to everyone 
who desires to know, you may deliver our sound and irreproachable word in 
all boldness.

(irenaeus, Demonstration pref. 1)41

Within the Demonstration, after an introduction (1–3a), irenaeus composes the first 
part (3b–42a), which he begins by presenting the truth regarding god and human 
beings (3b–16).42 in the first place is god, the Father, uncreated, who created all 
things by his Word, the son of god, and who adorned all things by his wisdom, the 
spirit of god. The son became human among humans in order to join humans to 
god. The spirit, the means of prophecy and guidance in the old economy, was poured 
out in newness in the last days to renew humanity to god. These three are the three 
articles of the church’s faith. The Creator, he goes on to explain, created humanity so 
that in both “inspiration” and “formation” (materiality) humanity “was like god.”43 
however, this blessing was not to lead humanity to think that it was autonomous. 
Rather, humanity “had as lord the lord of all,” and its immortality was conditional 
upon an obedience from which humanity wandered. so god placed humanity “far 
from his face, making him dwell by the road into paradise, since the paradise does 
not receive sinners.”44

The second section (17–30), treats the history of salvation within the old 
economy.45 here we see god preparing humanity for Jesus Christ, god’s son, in his 
redemptive flesh and blood, through the promises and anticipation resident within 
the patriarchs, the passover, the law, the Tabernacle, the kings, the temple and the 
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prophets. section three (31–40a) and the conclusion (40b–42a) of part one describe 
the fulfillment in Jesus of what had previously been prophesied and expected. in order 
to reverse sin’s mastery of adam’s flesh, brought about through disobedience, the 
obedient son of god joined humanity with its flesh to god so that humanity might 
be released from the oppression of the flesh to incorruptibility. in order to reverse 
eve’s disobedience and the transgression at the tree, in the same way that adam had 
been recapitulated in Christ, eve was in mary and the tree in the cross, “virginal 
obedience” replacing “virginal disobedience” and the one “hanging upon the tree” 
undoing the transgression “through the tree.”46 all of this, Jesus’ actual birth, death, 
resurrection, and ascension, fulfilled promises to abraham and david and provided for 
the dispensing of the holy spirit upon the gentiles, the means of their own bodily 
resurrection.

The second part of the Demonstration (43–100) begins with irenaeus’s treatment 
of the eternality of Christ, the son of god (43–52). he was with the Father in the 
beginning, prior to creation, and he was redemptively active and present in the old 
economy before his birth. he spoke with abraham, Jacob, and moses. david and 
isaiah spoke of both Father and son and portrayed the son as the lord, who existed 
prior to creation and was active in history. all of this is to show that he

is before the whole world, is with the Father and with men, and King of all, 
since the Father has subjected all things to him, and that he is the saviour 
of those who believe in him – these are demonstrated by such [passages of] 
scripture.

(irenaeus, Demonstration 52)47

next, irenaeus demonstrates the anticipation of the birth, entry into Jerusalem, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, the son of god, in isaiah, moses, amos, micah, david, 
and Zechariah (53–66). Then he demonstrates how isaiah, david, hosea, Jeremiah, 
and Zechariah prophesied the righteous son of god’s healings, his raising the dead, 
his trial, his substitutionary sufferings and passion on the cross which release believers 
from judgment, his divine lineage, his burial, his descent into hell, resurrection, and 
ascension to the Father’s right hand (67–85). in the last section of the Demonstration 
(86–97), irenaeus shows how isaiah, david, Joel, Jeremiah, ezekiel, hosea, and moses 
prophesied concerning the inclusion of the gentiles by faith within the new covenant 
gospel blessings accomplished by Christ. he mentions the internalization of the law of 
love by the indwelling of the spirit, the giving of a new name, and the pointing of the 
nations towards a new way separate from the old law and letter of moses. in these it 
might be seen that in his ministry Christ was “mixing and blending the spirit of god 
the Father with the handiwork of god, [so] that man might be according to the image 
and likeness of god.”48 The conclusion of this work (98–100) deserves to be read in 
the bishop’s own words:

This, beloved, is the preaching of the truth, and this is the character of our 
salvation, and this is the way of life, which the prophets announced and 
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Christ confirmed and the apostles handed over and the Church, in the whole 
world, hands down to her children. … so, error, concerning the three heads 
of our seal, has caused much straying from the truth, for either they despise 
the Father, or do not accept the son – they speak against the economy of 
his incarnation – or they do not accept the holy spirit, that is, they despise 
prophecy.

(irenaeus, Demonstration 98–100)49

His polemical theology

although eusebius characterized irenaeus as a man of peace, he remained a fierce 
opponent of the gnostics, particularly of the ptolemaeans, whom he understood as an 
offshoot of the valentinians.50 he saw them as threats to his own community, for, after 
they had infiltrated it disguised in the very words used by the community, they seduced 
and led astray the simple and the novices. in his mind, they cunningly disguised their 
error in scriptural, apostolic garb, for if it were not camouflaged, even the simple 
would reject it. Therefore they always presented their system as an authentic work of 
art or a priceless jewel, but through their rearrangement of the scriptures, their wares 
ultimately proved to be counterfeit.51 irenaeus engaged the gnostics, he said, for 
reasons of pastoral care and salvation of souls. he desired to “turn them back to the 
truth” and wished “to bring them to a saving knowledge of the one true god.”52 he 
was a shepherd concerned for his flock. his opponents were enticing members of his 
community away from orthodoxy with an erroneous but true-sounding message. he 
saw the gnostics as false teachers who had cleverly and artfully placed an unorthodox 
theological system in a deceitful and seductive costume. he notes that:

error, in fact, does not show its true self, lest on being stripped naked it should 
be detected. instead it craftily decks itself out in an attractive dress, and thus, 
by an outward false appearance, presents itself to the more ignorant, truer 
than Truth itself, ridiculous as it is even to say this.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 1. pref. 2)53

as he wrote these words the biblical text he had in mind was matthew 7:15. There 
Jesus had warned the Christian community about false prophets who come cloaked 
in sheep’s clothing, but who were inwardly, in truth, ravenous wolves. in his mind, 
the gnostics exemplified a seductive duplicity. They sounded, and frequently acted, 
just like orthodox Christians, but their religious perspective was quite different. They 
read the Bible, used the Bible, and cited the Bible. The way they understood the 
Bible, the way they put its pieces together, however, differed dramatically from his 
perspective, as well as from that of his predecessors: pothinus, polycarp, and John. 
This is significant for irenaeus since it was only through these individuals and those 
associated with them by their membership through baptism into the church – from the 
apostles, to those they mentored, and eventually down to him, his community, and 
other communities throughout the world – that the one faith, the apostolic teaching, 
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the Rule of Faith and of Truth, had been preserved.54 This Rule involved giving a 
particular fit and arrangement to all the various parts of the Bible. The gnostics made 
connections between scriptures guided by their own rules, their own traditions. in 
doing so, however, irenaeus explained, “they disregard the order and connection of 
the scriptures and so far as it is possible, they dismantle the truth.”55 so while their 
biblical theology may at first appear to be the precious jewel of orthodoxy, it would 
actually be found to be an imitation in glass; and while their teaching may to the 
novice seem to be pure silver, it would be shown to be an alloy; and while the one who 
glanced quickly may see the familiar pieces of scripture as in a mosaic in which the 
gems or tiles had originally been arranged to form the portrait of a king, upon second 
glance the observer would be horrified to see that the tiles have been rearranged into 
the form of a dog or fox!56

as a pastor, then, irenaeus composed Against Heresies in order to describe the 
component parts of the heresies which were threatening his flock and to present 
the apostolic, orthodox theological arrangement of the scriptures. There had 
certainly been earlier defenders of the apostolic tradition against false teaching 
which certainly had gnostic elements, such as ignatius of antioch and Justin 
martyr. irenaeus’s work was unprecedented, however, because of the degree 
of attention he gave both to describing the gnostic myths, particularly in its 
valentinian variety, and then in replying to it with an immense and detailed 
exposition of the orthodox faith. in his work he revealed the cloaked deception for 
what it was and displayed the elements of the Rule of Truth as a saving reminder 
to the baptized faithful.

The heretics who threatened irenaeus’s community taught a myth, a religious 
perspective on reality, which in his mind always defaulted into dualism, a view which 
divides substances into two. in response to such gnostic dualism, irenaeus presented 
the apostolic faith of unity. it is at this point that we can see an important way in 
which irenaeus’s association with martyrdom shaped him. his opponents, he argued, 
teach that Christ must be divided from death. in general, though some variation exists 
within the accounts he knew, the pleromatic Christ-savior was a divine spirit-being 
from the heavenly realm (the Pleroma, the “fullness”) that did not become really 
incarnate, enfleshed, so he could not really suffer.57 he was not truly human, but 
either only appeared or seemed to be human or merely descended into, temporarily, 
a human receptacle named “Jesus.” “Christ” and “Jesus,” therefore, were divided. The 
real, bloody death of the incarnate Christ was a fundamental element of Christian 
faith. martyrdom imitated it, and early creedal forms, or expressions of the Rule of 
Faith, included it:

The Church … received from the apostles and their disciples the faith in … 
the one Jesus Christ, the son of god, who was enfleshed for our salvation … 
the coming, the birth from a virgin, the passion, the resurrection from the 
dead, and the bodily ascension into heaven of the beloved son, Christ Jesus 
our lord.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.10.1)58
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irenaeus could not let such dualism deceive his flock. he responded with a biblical 
presentation of the oneness of Jesus Christ and the reality of his humanity and bloody 
crucifixion, and the propriety of martyrdom as imitation of Christ’s suffering:

[Christ] knew, therefore, both those who should suffer persecution, and he 
knew those who should have to be scourged and slain because of him; and he 
did not speak of any other cross, but of the suffering which he should himself 
undergo first, and his disciples afterward.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.18.5)59

at the root of the gnostic (valentinian) myth known by irenaeus was a view of 
god and creation. There were two gods: First, there existed the supreme spiritual, 
transcendent Father: “They claim that in the invisible and unnameable heights there 
is a certain perfect aeon that was before all, the First-Being, whom they also call 
First-Beginning, First-Father, and profundity. he is invisible and incomprehensible.”60 
he exists with his heavenly world of spiritual beings, “aeons,” which emanated from 
him.61 second, there existed the offspring of achamoth, brought forth as a result of 
her unfortunate pride and passion, the demiurge, the creator of the physical, material 
world who was ignorant of the Father and arrogant.62 he was identified with the old 
Testament god, the god of the Jews and was “Father and god of all things outside 
the Fullness, inasmuch as he is the maker of all the ensouled and material beings.”63 
in the thought of his opponents there were three types of substances ranked in order 
of value: the spiritual, associated with the Father; the material, formed by the impostor 
demiurge out of fear, grief, and perplexity; and the soulish (or ensouled), midway 
between the spiritual and the material.64 This conception resulted in two dualisms: 
the Father versus the creator and the heavenly, spiritual world (Pleroma) versus the 
material world (and the soulish substance) of trees, rocks, earth, flesh, and blood. in 
contrast, irenaeus declared one god, both Father and Creator of the material world:

But there is one only god, the Creator – he who is above every principality, 
and power and dominion, and virtue: he is Father, he is god, he the 
Founder, he the maker, he the Creator, who made those things by himself, 
that is, through his Word and his Wisdom – heaven and earth, and the seas, 
and all things that are in them: he is just; he is good; he it is who formed 
man, who planted paradise, who made the world, who gave rise to the flood, 
who saved noah; he is the god of abraham, and the god of isaac, and the 
god of Jacob, the god of the living: he it is whom the law proclaims, whom 
the prophets preach, whom Christ reveals, whom the apostles make known 
to us, and in whom the church believes.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.30.9)65

in these words we witness another irenaean theme, that of unity between different 
economies within different periods of redemptive history: there is harmony between 
the old and new Testaments, between the prophets and apostles. The Creator 
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declared by moses is the Father revealed in Christ. There are obviously differences 
between the old economy and the new, between the economy of creation, israel, law, 
and the prophets and the economy of Christ, salvation, Church, and the apostles. 
however, contrary to the valentinians, it is a difference of degree, of greater and 
lesser, of promise and fulfillment, of part and whole, of progress towards the perfect, of 
prolepsis and consummation, but not one of substance.66 These economies are different 
stages within a singular, united agenda of the one, true god: “all things therefore are 
of one and the same substance, that is, from one and the same god.”67 There is not 
one god who designs the first and another god who structures the second. The one 
god does not abandon his creation. instead, through the recapitulative ministry of 
his son he corrects the faults within human history and perfects under the lordship of 
his incarnate son all of his creation. Through recapitulation god inaugurates in his 
son a new order of life, a new community and brings that newness to consummation 
at the return of his ascended son to the creation.68 This one god manifests himself in 
the economies, however, within a Trinitarian structure.69 The Father has two hands, 
the son and the spirit, and all divine activity is of the Father himself through the 
son and spirit.70 With this construct irenaeus is setting the church’s faith against the 
thesis of his opponents. Their Father, as he sees it, needs additional spiritual forces, 
angels or other gods, to assist in the accomplishment of his will for he is weak, needy, 
and fragmented in his being.71 But in irenaeus’s confession the Father stands in need 
of nothing for he is self-sufficient, the god, Father, and lord of all, in indivisible unity 
with the son and spirit.72

along with this view of two gods and two worlds the valentinians taught that 
since the material world was created by an impostor, an ignorant deity, it and its 
components, including the human body, were void of value and must perish, for they 
cannot receive incorruption or immortality.73 This was why, in their view, Christ did 
not become flesh in reality, did not die a true, bloody death, and why, for them, there 
would be no bodily resurrection or redemption of the created, material order. irenaeus, 
in response, taught the redemption of creation, the salvation of the material by means 
of the material, flesh and blood by flesh and blood. For irenaeus, salvation included 
the flesh, the creation of the one true Creator and Father, which by the spirit of god 
would be resurrected incorruptible and immortal.74 The earth and the flesh would 
undergo redemption and renewal:

Those who reject the whole “economy” of god deny the salvation of the flesh 
and reject its regeneration, saying that it is not capable of receiving imperish-
ability, are absolutely vain. if this flesh is not saved, the lord did not redeem 
us by his blood (Col. 1:14) and the cup of the eucharist is not communion 
with his blood and the bread we break is not communion with his body (1 Cor. 
10:16). For blood comes only from veins and flesh and the rest of the human 
substance, which the Word of god became when he redeemed us by his blood.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.2.2)75

and again,



iRenaeus oF lyons

149

For god is rich in all things, and all things are his. it is fitting, therefore, 
that the creation itself, being restored to its primeval condition, should 
without restraint be under the dominion of the righteous. … For as god is 
really the one who raises man, so man will really rise from the dead, and not 
allegorically, as we have shown by so many examples [e.g., isa. 65:17–22; Rev. 
21:1–4]. … since men are real, their transformation must also be real, since 
they will not go into non-being but on the contrary will progress in being. For 
neither the substance nor the matter of the creation will be annihilated – true 
and solid is the one who established it – … 

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.32.1; 5.35.2–36.1)76

For his opponents, salvation was for those who were of achamoth and the pleroma, 
those who were spiritual, not by behavior, but by nature: “They themselves [the 
valentinians], however, so they dogmatize, are spiritual, not by conduct, but by nature, 
and so they will be saved entirely and in every case.”77 The spiritual ones, in their view, 
are eventually perfected by knowledge (gnosis): “The consummation will take place 
when every spiritual element has been formed and perfected by knowledge.”78 The 
spiritual person, according to irenaeus, however, is not spiritual in a mere incorporeal, 
immaterial manner as the valentinian thinks. neither is one spiritual by nature or 
knowledge. instead, “the union of flesh [the material] and [the human] spirit, receiving 
the spirit of god makes up the spiritual person.”79 against the valentinians, irenaeus 
emphasized the supernatural, redemptive ministry of the holy spirit in making a 
person spiritual in both body and spirit. For irenaeus, salvation is not by nature of 
original substance but by god’s transformation of the original substance. This is the 
faith of the church: god bestows on the faithful “as a grace the gift of incorruption,” 
it is not something bestowed by nature.80 What the holy spirit touches becomes alive, 
spiritual, incorruptible: “The flesh, therefore, when destitute of the spirit of god, is 
dead, not having life and cannot possess the kingdom of god. But where the spirit 
of the Father is, there is a living man.”81 The corruptible creature must receive the 
excellence of putting on incorruptibility from the Creator’s powerful intervention.82 
it is this ministry of the holy spirit upon the flesh of the martyrs which strengthened 
them to bear witness unto death in hope of fleshly resurrection. on this very point 
of the connection between the powerful act of the spirit and martyrdom, our Bishop 
wrote “Thus it is, therefore, that the martyrs bear their witness, and despise death, 
not after the infirmity of the flesh, but because of the spirit.”83 it is on this note 
that irenaeus joins his Christology to his pneumatology in support of his doctrine of 
salvation. Christ’s incarnation promises the salvation of the believer’s flesh through 
bodily resurrection: “For if the flesh were not to be saved, the Word of god would not 
have become flesh.”84

so we see in irenaeus the church’s doctrines of unity: one god, who is the Father, 
lord, and Creator of all things, immaterial and material, and who through his son and 
spirit orchestrates one harmonious history of creation, revelation and redemption, of 
anticipation and fulfillment; one son and savior, who is both divine spirit and human 
flesh, both Christ and Jesus; one spirit of the prophets and apostles, of creation and 
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redemption; one human nature, which is both immaterial and fleshly, and capable 
of receiving incorruption through the incarnate ministry of the son and the trans-
forming act of the spirit; one salvation of both the immaterial and material, of both 
believing humans and the groaning creation, for the one spirit can cause any aspect 
of the creature to be spiritual. here are foundational doctrinal teachings in the faith 
of irenaeus, received from those who passed the apostolic teaching down to him. here 
are components of that orthodoxy which gave his flock protection from the wolves of 
heresy and which had given to polycarp, as well as to the martyrs of lyons and vienne, 
the faith to endure even to the end.
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This chapter seeks to explore the second- and third-century history of Christian 
thought in the two major centers of the western mediterranean: Rome and Carthage. 
The types of Christianity that were evident in these cities differed from each other, 
shaped by particular circumstances and events. Furthermore, it must be kept in mind 
that the thinking expressed in the writings of the outstanding individuals to be 
surveyed in this chapter, while it was forged in these cities, did not express neces-
sarily the thinking of the whole Christian community in that city, but often only 
the individual attitude of the writer concerned. in the sections of this chapter i shall 
consider two authors from each city  – Tertullian and Cyprian from Carthage and 
hippolytus and novatian from Rome – to outline their thinking about god, human 
nature, the church, and Christian living.

Tertullian

in the severan age of the late second and early third centuries, a married layman 
in Carthage, who had converted to Christianity, emerged to become the first 
latin-writing Christian thinker whose works survive. We do not know much about 
Christianity in north africa before Tertullian, besides a couple of martyr acts (Acts 
of the Scillitan Martyrs, Passion of Perpetua and Felicitas). There has been debate about 
the origins of Christianity in north africa. some think it emerged from local Jewish 
communities, and others think it arrived from Rome, following what Tertullian 
himself seems to suggest.1 The argument of Telfer, that african Christianity did not 
have a single parentage but was formed out of the coalescing of originally separate 
communities, makes most sense, particularly in a major port city like Carthage, where 
there were people from all sorts of ethnic backgrounds.2 By the time of Tertullian there 
seems to have been a single bishop supported by presbyters and deacons.

a growing number of scholars disbelieve many of the biographical elements of 
Jerome’s On Illustrious Men, that Tertullian was a presbyter who left the church when 
he became a montanist, and that we are to identify him with the Roman jurist of 
the same name.3 he was rhetorically trained, and his literary ability shines through 
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many pithy aphorisms and sharp comments.4 he used his skills to combat theological 
opponents and to advocate a rigorist and uncompromising Christianity. Tertullian 
sought to win arguments more than to present coherent and consistent theological 
positions.5 no one statement of Tertullian’s necessarily represents his true thinking, 
for, like any half-decent orator, he could argue for or against something as the occasion 
demanded.6 This is evident in his interpretation of the scriptures. Together with 
logic and custom or practice, forming the basis of much of his argumentation, we find 
him endorsing allegory on the one hand, while advocating literalism on the other, 
making sure he rejected whatever method his opponent employed in order to argue 
his position.7

Tertullian’s starting-point in talking about god was with god’s unity: the very 
definition of god as supreme means there can be only one.8 in his largest work, he 
argued against his dualist opponent marcion. in the middle of the second century 
marcion had gone to Rome from his native pontus. his articulate theology attracted 
adherents, the marcionites, and their views challenged Tertullian to explain his 
belief in the unity of god from the scriptures more persuasively. marcion could not 
integrate the paradox of goodness and justice into one divine being.9 as Tertullian saw 
him, marcion believed there were two gods revealed in the scriptures: one harsh and 
belligerent, recorded in the old Testament as the creator of evil (isa. 45:7) and of the 
world, and the other totally good and superior, unknown until revealed by Christ.10 
Tertullian would admit no dichotomy between creation and salvation in god, 
because for him god’s goodness is shown even in divine anger, which has a healing 
effect.11 The proof that god’s judgment is about love is the fact that god died.12 Jesus 
reveals the Creator, not marcion’s until-then unknown god,13 just as the Creator long 
announced the coming of the Christ who came.14

This unity of god was defended by Tertullian against gnostic writers also. While 
there are some similarities between marcion and the gnostics, particularly in 
Tertullian’s mind, we would do well to distinguish them.15 hermogenes, a contem-
porary of Tertullian and probably a fellow Carthaginian, under the influence of 
stoicism argued that matter is eternal.16 For Tertullian this amounted to an admission 
of two gods, with matter being superior.17 like marcion, hermogenes was concerned 
to absolve god from any responsibility for evil by investing it in matter. instead, 
Tertullian argued that if god created using this matter, then god was responsible for 
evil. What Tertullian would do to resolve the dilemma, of course, would be to redefine 
the meaning of evil, as well as argue that god created all things out of nothing.18

god’s unity also raised problems for some Christians when they came to explain the 
relationship between Jesus and god. praxeas (perhaps a pseudonym for someone who, 
according to Tertullian, came from asia to Rome, since hippolytus fails to mention 
this name),19 convinced that Jesus truly was god and that there was but one god, 
argued (as Tertullian presents it) that it was the Father who was born of the virgin and 
who died as Jesus.20 according to praxeas, the Father became the son in the incar-
nation.21 Behind this is John 10:30 about the Father and son being one. This blurring 
of any real distinction between them (the spirit is of less concern in the debate) is 
known theologically as modalist monarchianism or patripassianism.
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Tertullian’s response was to argue from the rule of faith (regula fidei) found in the 
scriptures that in the economy of salvation there were distinctions in the godhead: 
the son proceeds from the Father, the Father sent the son, the son was both man 
and god, the son was born of the virgin and died, the Father raised the son, the son 
sent the spirit from the Father, and the spirit proceeds from the Father through the 
son. There is a distinction of person (persona) or a trinity (trinitas), while there is one 
god because there is one substance (substantia), one condition (status), and one power 
(potestas).22 out of this one god are the degrees (gradus), forms (formae), and aspects 
(species) of the Father, son, and spirit.23 yet, distinction is not diversity or division.24

The son could be described as logos, god’s Word or Reason or Thought, and 
sophia, god’s Wisdom, the only-begotten of god before all things, but of the same 
substance as the Father.25 yet, although the son is second to the Father (a derivation 
of the Father’s whole substance26 – not a phrase that would sit comfortably in a later 
orthodox theology suspicious of subordinationism) because the begetter is greater 
than the begotten (John 14:28), and the spirit is third,27 this is not some gnostic 
form of emanation, as valentinus held, where a hierarchy of beings existed between 
an ineffable god and creation, because son is not separated from Father.28 Tertullian 
found the stoic notion of relative disposition helpful to explain the distinctions (since 
persona was not used substantively by Tertullian), but the analogy of father and child 
or husband and wife is imperfect because the relation is located within two separate 
existent beings, which is not how Tertullian understood god’s substantia.29 even the 
organic images of root and tree, source and fountain, sun and ray, are limited in that 
the unifying substance seems to break into constituent elements, although one must 
be careful not to read too much into the imagery.30 defining what substantia and 
persona were (and relating them to greek thinking) was not Tertullian’s concern.31

Tertullian’s anthropology focused on the question of the relationship between body 
and soul, flesh and spirit. For Tertullian, dependent upon stoic thought but opposed 
to platonic and other philosophical insights from which the various gnostics derived 
their thinking, the human person is comprised of body and soul, the latter being 
created with each successful generative act (traducianism) and thereafter everlasting, 
and corporeal, in the sense of real and capable of experiencing. The human soul is 
possessed of free will yet develops differently in different people, is the home of the 
mind, and is the supreme principle of the human person.32 We find in Tertullian a 
belief in original sin in that, because of adam’s sin, each soul is unclean until reborn 
in Christ (through baptism).33 unlike the gnostics, Tertullian accepted the goodness 
of the body, while stressing the need for purity.34

one of the major implications of Tertullian’s anthropology was for Christology. 
The notion of some that within the incarnate Word the flesh was the son, the human 
person Jesus, while the spirit was the Father, the divine person Christ, was countered 
by Tertullian, who believed that what his opponents postulated separated, and not 
merely distinguished, son from Father. Further, the divine spirit born of the virgin was 
not changed into flesh, as praxeas and valentinus believed, nor mixed with flesh but 
was clothed with flesh, one person with two substances.35 he also countered marcion’s 
docetic notion that Christ only appeared to have flesh.36 For Tertullian, Christ needed 
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real flesh in order to be born and die, events which marcion accepted as real.37 so real 
is Jesus having flesh that, although mary conceived him through the spirit as a virgin, 
she gave birth, not as a virgin, but as a woman.38

one of the other implications of his anthropology concerns Christian life. if 
baptism is the regeneration of the soul necessary for salvation and for the remission of 
sins committed in one’s lifetime, then people should not be eager to receive baptism 
too early, particularly because so many people seemed to be unable to continue to live 
in that pure state.39 yet, Tertullian could also be critical of those who put off baptism 
because they knew they would sin after it, urging them instead to greater resolve rather 
than fatalism.40 For those who did sin after baptism, he was prepared to concede that 
their sins could be forgiven once more, but only after an onerous period of public 
penance.41 however, in later life, under the influence of montanism and his own 
rigorist personality, he argued that major sins like adultery and fornication could not 
be forgiven repeatedly because god is not only merciful but just as well.42

in Tertullian’s understanding of the church we find the full flowering of his rigorism. 
at some point he had come into contact with montanists. This movement from 
phrygia (south-west Turkey), which called itself new prophecy, can be characterized 
by its belief in the outpouring of the spirit (the paraclete), prophetic and ecstatic 
utterances that called its adherents to a more committed, demanding, and disciplined 
living of the Christian life, and by its perceived threat to the authority of the church’s 
nascent leadership structures, especially by having women as prophetic leaders. The 
type of new prophecy Tertullian knew in africa was different from that in asia or in 
Rome (and it is difficult to tell when Tertullian reports montanist views and when he 
is just expressing his own natural hard-line ones), but though charismatic and elitist, 
neither the group nor Tertullian was considered to be heretical or schismatic, and the 
idea that Tertullian left the church ought to be abandoned.43 Tertullian distinguished 
between “spiritual” Christians of the new prophecy and other “sensual” Christians 
(On Monogamy). second marriage after the death of one’s spouse was forbidden44 
(a hardening of the views he had expressed in To His Wife and On Exhortation to 
Chastity), rigorous fasting was customary (On Fasting), and sinners were to be excluded 
from the community not reconciled with it.45 all of this was revealed by the spirit for 
the new age in which Tertullian believed he was living.

even before he found a home among the montanist Christians within the broader 
Christian community of Carthage, Tertullian had looked upon reality in clear-cut 
terms. although in Apology he could find much to praise in the Roman political 
system, this was because he was addressing that system asking for an end to the perse-
cution of Christians (To Scapula).46 yet, when he wrote for a Christian readership, as 
evans notes, he was more prepared to be critical, rejecting Christian participation in 
the military (On The Military Crown) and public entertainment (On Idolatry) because 
of its connection with idolatry.47 martyrdom was an opportunity to demonstrate 
commitment to the faith and was to be embraced, and its avoidance, which earlier he 
could understand (To His Wife and On Patience), was something he rejected in later 
life (On Flight in Persecution). With regard to the Jews, while Tertullian defended the 
hebrew scriptures against marcion’s dismissal of them, he did believe that with the 
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coming of Christ the Jews had been supplanted as god’s people by the Christians (Against 
the Jews).48

Hippolytus

The traditional view is that hippolytus was a Roman presbyter of the early third 
century, roughly contemporary with Tertullian, who came from the east, possibly 
alexandria. accusing the Roman bishop Callistus (217–22) with being an adherent 
of noetus (a modalist monarchian from asia whose ideas were spread to Rome by 
epigonus and Cleomenes and embraced by sabellius) and morally corrupt, hippolytus 
set himself up as a rival bishop (the first so-called antipope, although this is an anach-
ronistic and unhelpful term) until reconciled with the church when he and pontian, a 
later bishop, were both exiled in 235.49 This view has been revised radically in recent 
years.50

now increasingly it is argued that Christianity in Rome continued to exist as 
independent communities, each with their own leader, although with some leaders 
perhaps exercising particular functions on behalf of all the Roman Christian commu-
nities.51 it was perhaps not until victor, at the end of the second century at the time 
of the Quatrodeciman controversy over whether easter should be 14 nisan (the 
Jewish passover) or a sunday, or perhaps not until pontian, that Rome had a single 
bishop. on this reading, Callistus and hippolytus would have been leaders of different 
Christian communities in Rome, such that hippolytus should not be seen as schis-
matic, but by the time of the death of pontian one community had emerged, to which 
hippolytus belonged as presbyter.52

What works did this hippolytus write? The idea that one individual was responsible 
for Refutation of All Heresies, Against the Heresy of One Noetus, a number of biblical 
commentaries (including Commentary on Daniel), and Apostolic Tradition, as well as 
a number of other works, is today rejected by leading scholars. it is to be noted that 
all the works survive in greek (Apostolic Tradition in a number of languages), perhaps 
indicating that at least one of the Christian communities in Rome was greek-speaking 
and, given the absence of Christian literature from Rome at this time in latin, was 
seemingly the center of Christian intellectual activity in the city. some see the author 
of Refutation of All Heresies and Against the Heresy of One Noetus as being two distinct 
individuals.53 Brent, for one, sees both works coming out of the same school, with 
Refutation of All Heresies written by someone while the community led by hippolytus 
was still in dispute with that led by Zephyrinus and Callistus, while Against the Heresy 
of One Noetus was written by hippolytus as a means of reconciliation between the two 
communities.54 simonetti, however, argues that Against the Heresy of One Noetus could 
have been written first (and he argues that there were two men called hippolytus 
whose works were confusedly listed on the statue as being by one man).55 The biblical 
commentaries could be of eastern origin and written by the author of Against the 
Heresy of One Noetus.56

Brent and stewart-sykes accept that Apostolic Tradition was a composite third-
century Roman document from the hippolytan school, written in greek, revealing 
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the influence of the authors of Refutation of All Heresies and Against the Heresy 
of One Noetus and possibly, according to stewart-sykes, an even earlier layer of 
material.57 Bradshaw, Johnson, and phillips argue that Apostolic Tradition was never 
a single document but a variety of documents from different locations across the 
mediterranean up until the middle of the fourth century based on second-century 
material, for no translation we have now (neither the fifth-century latin version nor 
the later Coptic, arabic, and ethiopic versions) contains exactly the same version 
as any other.58 as Baldovin points out, all of this presents a serious challenge to 
the attempt of reconstructing Roman liturgy with regard to things like initiation, 
ordination, and the celebration of the eucharist in early third-century Rome if 
Apostolic Tradition cannot properly be called a Roman document.59 What we do know 
is that no manuscript of what today we call Apostolic Tradition bears that title, and that 
the association of that text with a work entitled Apostolic Tradition – known from list 
of works on a statue discovered in the middle of the sixteenth century and now in the 
vatican library (now known not to be a statue of hippolytus) – is educated guesswork 
and not necessary in the considered opinion of some. There seems to be something 
in Brent’s idea that the list of works on the statue represents the products of a school, 
with which an hippolytus was associated. This makes it impossible to posit a single set 
of ideas about god, human nature, the church, and Christian living for hippolytus, 
given that we are looking at the works of several different authors.

Refutation of All Heresies is not listed on the statue, and so it may well not have been 
by hippolytus (the longest-known manuscript of book one attributed it to origen, not 
surprising given that he spent some time in Rome in the early decades of the third century 
and heard hippolytus),60 although other works of hippolytus (or the hippolytan school) 
are mentioned in the text as the author’s own, and the author claims to be a high priest 
and teacher in the church and was an opponent of Callistus in Rome.61 The work aims 
to show that heretics base themselves not on the scriptures but upon pagan philosophy. 
The first four books (books two and three are missing) outline greek philosophical, astro-
logical, and magical systems, while the remaining six books deal with linking gnostic 
heresies (including simon magus, marcion, valentinians, and montanists) with greek 
philosophy (books five to nine) – heavily dependent upon irenaeus’s Against Heresies – 
and a presentation of Jewish chronology (book ten). The author of Refutation of All 
Heresies was the presbyter in conflict with Zephyrinus and Callistus, accusing them of 
adopting the modalism of noetus, which was supposedly derived from heraclitus and 
which included the spirit as another manifestation of the undifferentiated god.62

The author of Refutation of All Heresies described Christ as the logos, the pre-existent 
first principle of creation, begotten from the Father, of the Father’s substance, knowing 
and agreeing with the Father’s will.63 modalists in Rome had accused the author of 
being ditheist (the belief in two gods). The logos received a body in the incarnation 
from a virgin as a model for all people about how to live according to god’s will. 
humankind was created by god with self-determination, which includes the power 
to commit evil, and a slave to the passions.64 in terms of church organization, it 
would seem that the author of this work defended the notion of the independence of 
individual house churches in opposition to any move for a single bishop.
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The author of Against the Heresy of One Noetus refers to the logos as Nous (mind), 
a term generally avoided because of its gnostic connotations,65 and refers to the logos 
in a more depersonalized way than does the author of Refutation of All Heresies as the 
power of god who only became son with the incarnation – the unincarnate logos 
became the incarnate son.66 The language used is that of two prosopa (actually three 
with a brief mention of the spirit) but one god.67 Brent’s argument is that there is 
a degree of accommodation with the modalism of Callistus, with the depersonalized 
logos, in this text that is not found in Refutation of All Heresies. The modalists would 
have found the subordinationism of Against the Heresy of One Noetus less objec-
tionable than Refutation of All Heresies. it is argued that what is found in this treatise 
reflects a belief in a church order of single bishop with a college of presbyters.68 While 
Against Noetus 1 does refer to the presbyters summoning noetus and examining his 
teaching, no mention is made, however, of a bishop, and so Brent’s argument does not 
seem quite so strong here.

Apostolic Tradition may or may not represent something about the Roman liturgy 
in the third century, and it probably reflects the differing views about the nature 
of the church of several different hands. The efforts of Brent and stewart-sykes to 
associate chapter three of Apostolic Tradition (the ordination prayer for a “bishop” 
with its references to aaron) with the author of Refutation of All Heresies and chapter 
seven (the ordination prayer for a presbyter as part of a college under the leadership 
of a bishop with its references to moses) with the author of Against the Heresy of One 
Noetus, has not escaped criticism.69 Whatever its origins and literary developments, 
Apostolic Tradition reflects an interest in the ritual life of the Christian community, 
with its directives about the liturgical practices for celebrating liturgies involving 
the eucharist, the designation of ministers – like bishop, presbyter, and deacon – and 
initiation.

What we may say by way of conclusion to this section is that who hippolytus was 
and what he wrote is now a highly debatable issue in early-Christian scholarship, and 
that much of what has been written in the past about the Roman church, its organi-
zation and liturgy, may well have to be revised radically.

Cyprian

The letters and treatises (homiletic essays may be a better term for most of these other 
works) of Cyprian, bishop of Carthage between 249 and 258, do not reveal great 
concern for speculative theology but for the practical application of the principles of 
ecclesiology and sacramental theology in the life of Christian communities coping 
with persecution. Cyprian had a very clear sense of who belonged to the church – 
although we may trace some modification over time – which can be characterized as 
restrictive and narrow.

originally a wealthy and educated pagan, Cyprian became bishop in the second 
half of 248 or first half of 249, not long after his conversion to Christianity,70 probably 
without having been a presbyter first.71 While this election might have been popular 
with lay Christians who benefited from the patronage of a wealthy Christian bishop, 



Roman and noRTh aFRiCan ChRisTianiTy

161

there were a number of his clergy who were opposed to him, quite possibly because 
they had been overlooked.

late in 249 or early 250 the emperor Trajan decius ordered universal sacrifice to 
the gods in an effort to protect a threatened empire. although those who refused 
to comply with the edict were to be punished, it may be fair to say that it was not 
directed against the Christians in particular.72 While some Christians resisted the call 
to sacrifice and were imprisoned and died, like Fabian, the bishop of Rome, in early 
250 (and he was not to be replaced for another fourteen months), many others either 
obtained the certificate affirming that they had sacrificed (libellatici) or were prepared 
to offer incense (turificati) or did offer the sacrifice (sacrificati) willingly or reluctantly. 
all of these Christians who had lapsed from their faith (lapsi) presented Cyprian with 
problems for the rest of his episcopate. he himself had avoided the demands of the 
imperial edict by going into hiding. a Christian who lapsed was excluded from the 
church. The question was whether such former Christians could be readmitted to the 
church if repentant.

Cyprian wanted the question to wait until he returned to Carthage, but some of the 
lapsi approached imprisoned confessors, those who refused to comply with the edict 
and who were held in high esteem because of it. They wrote to Cyprian in support 
of the readmission of the repentant lapsi. Behind this we can see the activity of those 
clergy in Carthage who were disgruntled with Cyprian’s episcopacy, and they began to 
admit some of the lapsi back into communion.73 This usurpation of the bishop’s prerog-
atives threatened ecclesial cohesion.74 as the crisis continued Cyprian made some 
concessions: those lapsi in danger of death and who held a certificate from a confessor 
could confess before a presbyter or deacon and be readmitted to communion by the 
clergy,75 and in agreement with the practice put in place in Rome by the presbyters 
who were administering the bishopless church there, Cyprian then agreed that even 
lapsi without such a certificate but who were in danger of death could likewise be 
readmitted to communion.76 With the hostility of many of his own clergy, Cyprian was 
wise to seek the support of the Roman church, which he received in their responses.77 
he criticized those lapsi who demanded immediate reconciliation not so much for 
their ideas about reconciliation as for their arrogance in asserting that this could be 
decided apart from the bishop, for authority in the church had been given to peter 
and his successors, and each bishop was the successor of peter in his own church.78

Cyprian began to appoint new clergy for Carthage who would be loyal to him.79 
Felicissimus a Carthaginian deacon and five presbyters who were leading the revolt 
against Cyprian were eventually excommunicated early in 251.80 not long after this 
Cyprian returned to Carthage and held a synod in which the matter of the readmission 
of the lapsi to communion was discussed.81 Just before the synod met Cyprian wrote his 
treatise The Lapsed, in which he maintained the position he had held in the latter part 
of his time in hiding. however, the decision of the synod was to continue to readmit 
repentant lapsi in danger of death to communion, to readmit all repentant libellatici 
immediately, and to reconcile repentant sacrificati just before their death. unrepentant 
lapsi were to be denied any readmission.82 Cyprian accepted and then defended this 
compromise between a rigorist refusal to readmit any lapsed Christian and a laxist 
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willingness to offer ready forgiveness to all was a healthy and moderate position. 
support for Felicissimus, novatus, and the other rebellious clergy, who formed their 
own community, quickly dwindled as Cyprian reincorporated the libellatici into the 
Christian community over which he presided.

meanwhile in Rome an election had been held and Cornelius was elected bishop 
instead of the more fancied novatian. encouraged by novatus, who had left Carthage for 
Rome, novatian refused to accept Cornelius’s election and had himself proclaimed bishop. 
The matter of which Roman bishop to recognize seems to have become a dominant one to 
the african bishops gathered in synod. after some time investigating, the africans decided 
to support Cornelius’s legitimacy largely on the basis that he had been elected first.83 The 
support of the africans helped Cornelius cement his position. The italian bishops also met 
in synod and reached an identical position as the africans about the readmission of the 
lapsi. novatian, who wanted to maintain the more rigorist approach that the italians had 
been following, had all the more reason to continue his schism.84

much interest in Cyprian centers on his pastoral letter The Unity of the Catholic 
Church and the two versions of section four. This pamphlet was written just before 
the african synod and almost certainly addressed the african situation.85 at its heart 
was the importance of maintaining ecclesial unity centered on the bishop in spite 
of theological differences within the church. in one version (the primacy Text) the 
emphasis is on the one chair and primacy of peter, while in the other version (the 
Received Text) there is greater emphasis on the apostles having equal power and 
dignity as peter and the oneness of the church. The questions are whether Cyprian 
wrote both versions, in what order, what was he addressing in the first version, and 
what made him alter it. scholarship on this is extensive. The argument of a number 
of scholars (including Bévenot, most notably), that the primacy Text came first and 
was later rewritten as the Received Text because of misinterpretation, seems now well 
accepted.86 his view that the primacy Text version, The Unity of the Catholic Church, 
addressed the situation both in Carthage and Rome has, as i noted above, been put 
aside for one that sees it as addressing primarily the local african situation, but which 
was sent to Rome as well.87 i would consider that the second edition of The Unity of the 
Catholic Church (the Received Text) was written after the 252 synod in africa, again 
addressing the local situation.88

With this in mind it can be noted that when Cyprian wrote about the primacy of 
peter and the chair of peter he was not referring to the church of Rome. each bishop 
in his own church was the successor of peter. unity in the church was achieved by the 
bishops acting as one. While Cyprian recognized the right of each bishop to admin-
ister his own church and follow his own decisions in being faithful to the gospels, 
frequent synodal gatherings of bishops, especially when they could achieve unanimity 
of purpose, and the maintenance of communion with bishops in other regions, 
preserved that unity. Rome was important because of its apostolic foundation, size, and 
prestige, and its support was often vital and its influential views were to be respected, 
but that did not give it any jurisdictional primacy over the african churches.

in 252 another synod of african bishops met.89 privatus, the long-excommunicated 
bishop of lambaesis, wanted his case retried, but when the synod refused he ordained 
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Fortunatus, one of Cyprian’s rebellious clergy, as an alternative bishop in Carthage to 
head the laxest community (those who wanted the sacrificati readmitted immediately). 
Felicissimus and some of the others went to Rome to find support for this move (one is 
not to interpret Letter 59 as indicating that Felicissimus was appealing to Rome’s greater 
authority), but with the formation of a breakaway church it became evident that the 
issue was no longer about the readmission of the lapsi to communion but opposition to 
Cyprian himself, and support for Fortunatus quickly dwindled.90 novatian himself sent 
over maximus, as yet a third bishop in Carthage, to head the rigorist community who 
opposed the readmission of any lapsed Christian to communion, although we hear 
nothing further about him. in 253, afraid of fresh persecution, perhaps to be demanded 
in the light of a fierce outbreak of plague (Cyprian wrote On the Deadly Plague and 
To Demetrian at this time, the first to encourage Christians to face death bravely), 
the african bishops decided to readmit all remaining penitent lapsi (the sacrificati) to 
communion.91 There was some opposition to this move, both in africa and in italy, 
where one should locate the anonymous To Novatian at this time.92 The italians seem 
to have decided to readmit sacrificati when they withstood new demands for sacrifice.93 
it was around this time that Cornelius of Rome was put to death, and by early 254 his 
successor lucius was dead as well.

it must be remembered that not all those who lapsed had joined a breakaway 
community, but with the more liberal policy in place in africa and italy for the 
readmission of the lapsi the question arose as to what to do with those who had, if they 
wanted to rejoin mainstream churches, like the one over which Cyprian presided in 
Carthage. They could undergo penance and receive reconciliation. But what about 
those whose only initiation had been in a schismatic community? This gave rise to an 
issue that would dominate Cyprian’s final years.

his position was that breakaway communities could in no way be described as 
churches and that any sacrament celebrated in them was completely void of any effec-
tiveness. The boundary between church and non-church was clear-cut.94 The purity, 
status, and faith of the minister celebrating the sacraments were important. This is 
the basis of Cyprian’s assertion that there could be no salvation outside the church.95

in the spring of 256, after a second synod of african bishops discussed this matter, 
Cyprian informed stephen, the Roman bishop, of this position with regard to 
initiation and ordination.96 a laying-on of hands to impart the spirit (as Cyprian 
chose to interpret this action; some who performed such hand-laying to receive 
people into the church saw it as a penitential gesture) on people who had been 
baptized in a breakaway community was ineffective, because either all of schismatic 
initiation (baptism and laying-on of hands) was effective or, as Cyprian believed, 
it was not; one could not have half of it valid and half of it invalid.97 such people 
who had experienced initiation in a breakaway community and who wished to join 
the church needed to undergo baptism (and Cyprian refused to call it rebaptism, 
because that would imply some degree of validity in the first baptism).98 as Burns 
points out, Cyprian insisted that only a real bishop, one in apostolic succession, had 
the power to forgive sins in baptism, and anything else compromised the authority 
of the church.99
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From Cyprian100 and eusebius101 we are told that novatianists too “rebaptised” 
those who joined their community, yet stephen of Rome reports that heretics do 
not require “rebaptism.”102 either the novatianists were being distinguished from 
heretics by stephen since (like Cyprian) they did require “rebaptism”103 or novatianist 
practice differed between africa and italy, with those in africa rebaptizing while those 
in italy did not.104 The Roman practice, as affirmed by stephen, was to accept the 
validity of baptism performed in all sects and to require only a penitential laying-on 
of hands (he made no mention of imparting the spirit, although this was how Cyprian 
interpreted his statement) if a person initiated in a schismatic/heretical community 
wanted to join the church.105 We know from the anonymous On Rebaptism that there 
were some, presumably in africa, who were laying-on hands for the imparting of the 
spirit rather than for reconciliation.106

stephen broke off communion with the african bishops and with a number of 
asian churches as well. in september 256 a large synod of african bishops was held, 
which upheld Cyprian’s position.107 The africans and asians thought that stephen 
was claiming for himself an authority over bishops in their regions, something they 
rejected. The split between Rome and Carthage was not to last for stephen was 
martyred in 257 and Cyprian was exiled, being martyred himself late in 258.

Novatian

much of our knowledge of novatian comes from the information contained in 
Cyprian’s letters and from a letter written by Cornelius – his rival as bishop in Rome – 
which is preserved in eusebius.108 We have already noted above in the material on 
Cyprian how novatian was one of the leading presbyters in the Roman church at the 
time of Fabian’s death, and it was he who wrote Letters 30, 31, and 36 on behalf of 
his fellow presbyters to Cyprian. an adult convert to Christianity, his initiation by 
affusion (a sprinkling with water), rather than immersion, was pointed to as suspect 
by Cornelius  – his rival for the office of Roman bishop  – as was his presbyterial 
ordination.109 novatian was literate and literary and must have considered himself the 
favorite to succeed Fabian, when an election could at last be held in Rome. a number 
of works, some previously attributed to Cyprian, are now recognized as being by 
novatian: Jewish Foods, The Spectacles (which demonstrates a knowledge of Tertullian 
and Cyprian), and In Praise of Purity (again dependent upon Tertullian and Cyprian). 
There is a natural rigorism in novatian’s thinking.

he was the author of the latin treatise now called The Trinity. in reaction to the 
modalism of those like noetus, novatian set out to explain the scriptures about the 
Father,110 son,111 and spirit,112 in order to demonstrate, from the ancient Roman 
baptismal symbol of faith, the threeness of god.113 The last two chapters consider 
the relationship between Father and son.114 in the first eight chapters novatian 
considered the Father as creator, in which little attention is paid to any role of son 
and spirit in that process. marcion’s notion that the creator was not the god of the 
new Testament is clearly novatian’s target, for he emphasizes that there is only one 
god and that the son had been promised throughout the hebrew scriptures.115 The 



Roman and noRTh aFRiCan ChRisTianiTy

165

son was truly human, in opposition to the docetists who argued that he only seemed 
to be human, and that he was also truly divine, in opposition to the adoptionists, who 
believed that Jesus was only human, though adopted as divine by god.116

The bulk of the treatise is, in fact, a refutation of several christological views. at 
the same time he was also opposed to the modalism of those like noetus, praxeus, and 
sabellius, who merged the Father and son into one.117 For novatian, the son is one 
with the Father by being from the Father, although this is not explained further.118 yet, 
there is more than a hint of the subordination of the son to the Father in novatian’s 
interpretation of philippians 2:6–11, even though the inequality between Father and 
son is not one of essence (forma) but one of dignity or function.119 There is also the 
subordination of the spirit to the son.120 While the son and Father share the same 
divinity there are distinctions, a point that needed to be emphasized against modalists, 
in that it was the son who joined or even mixed (a term that would not have been 
liked at Chalcedon) divine nature with human.121 each was a separate persona, a term 
not applied to the spirit, it is to be noted.122 yet, whether the son and Father shared 
the same substantia is not clear from novatian.123 although the son is pre-existent 
novatian cannot help but use temporal language in asserting that the son comes 
after the Father.124 What distinguishes Father from son is that the first is unoriginated 
and the second originated. in the light of later developments in Trinitarian theology, 
novatian’s work appears naive and undeveloped, but given the limited nature of his 
investigation this is not surprising.

With regard to humanity, novatian taught the immortality of the soul and the 
perishability of the flesh.125 as with Tertullian, Cyprian, and even Cornelius, sin was 
such a major issue that it excluded one from the membership of the church. The purity 
and perfection of the church was because of the activity of the spirit in the church 
poured into the lives of believers in baptism.126 it was this consideration that under-
pinned novatian’s high standards of Christian living. unlike Cyprian and Cornelius, 
who compromised their positions, he held constantly that none but the dangerously 
ill could be readmitted to the communion of the church after having been excluded.127

Without clear evidence that Cornelius was elected bishop because he proposed a 
more moderate policy on the readmission of the healthy lapsi to communion, we are 
left with the position that novatian was prepared to break the unity of the church by 
having himself ordained bishop in opposition to Cornelius out of pique at not having 
been elected.128 Certainly novatian’s rigorist position with regard to the readmission 
of healthy libellatici gained him initial support from the hard-line Roman confessors at 
a time when Cornelius must have been proposing change to the policy to enable that 
to happen. as Burns points out, novatian’s attitude was exclusivist, with concern for 
the church’s purity overriding any concern for its unity.129

Conclusion

as well as being concerned with how to interpret the seemingly contradictory state-
ments in the scriptures about god and about Jesus, early Christian thinkers in Rome 
and Carthage in the second and third centuries were concerned with the realities 
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of church life at a time when persecution made Christianity a dangerous religion 
to adopt. Boundaries between people were considered important, whether between 
Christians and polytheists, Christians and Jews, or between Christians and followers 
of aberrant forms of Christianity, like marcionism and Christian forms of gnosticism. 
Tertullian became increasingly intolerant of those who did not take the demands of 
Christianity seriously enough, yet probably without experiencing any sharp break 
between his montanist form of Christianity and that held by the rest of the Christian 
community in Carthage. Cyprian, although he was prepared to readmit penitent 
lapsi to communion after a lengthy period of penance, was not prepared to accept 
that other communities not in communion with him were in any way Christian. 
The hippolytan authors too were very much concerned with heretical belief about 
god and what that meant for ecclesial membership. novatian’s rigorism and schism 
also reveal the tendency of much western pre-nicene Christianity to elitism and 
clear differentiation between peoples. in terms of a contrast between Roman and 
Carthaginian Christianity, perhaps the size of Rome made it difficult to achieve the 
kind of centralized structure that seems to be in place in Carthage from the beginning. 
While in the middle of the third century both centers could call together synods of 
bishops to discuss matters of serious concern, africa seemed to have a more developed 
network of consultation among churches than italy.
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The Christian message spread from Jerusalem, a small but religiously important 
town in the Roman empire. it was the center of Judaism, and in the early years of 
Christianity it also became the center for the new believers in Christ. From Jerusalem 
the message of Jesus as the messiah was taken to many places of the empire, especially 
to the greco-Roman cities of asia minor. in the new Testament book of acts, cities 
like damascus, antioch, sardis, pergamum, salamis, Corinth, smyrna, athens, and 
Rome are mentioned as places where there were Christian communities, and by the 
end of the first century even more are added.1

however, it is not until the beginning of the second century that we have evidence 
of the probable existence of Christian communities in alexandria. since it was 
the second largest city in the empire, historians of Christianity have devoted much 
effort to explaining the silence enveloping the origins of alexandrian Christianity, 
and several hypotheses have been suggested. There has also been much discussion 
on the question of the existence of a so-called “catechetical school” in alexandria, 
mentioned by the church historian eusebius of Caesarea (c. 260 to c. 340). according 
to eusebius, this was an institution of old custom (ex archaiou ethous) that still existed 
in his own time, and Clement of alexandria (150–215) had been one of its leaders. 
These topics will be the focus of the first part of this essay. in the second part, i shall 
concentrate more specifically on Clement, the first important theologian of the city, 
with an emphasis on his views on scripture, as well as perspectives on spirituality.

Origins of Christianity in Alexandria

it is still difficult to make up a clear picture of how the Christian movement found 
its way into alexandria. Can it have existed there for more than a century without 
leaving clear traces? as a matter of fact, it is only towards the end of the second 
century that we find unambiguous evidence of the existence of a Christian community 
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in alexandria. The situation is more striking when one considers that during the 
first two centuries ce alexandria was the largest greek city in the Roman empire, 
a leading center of learning and scholarship, and contained within its boundaries 
the largest Jewish community outside palestine. The alexandrian Jews were greek-
speaking and, prior to Roman rule (before 30 bce), enjoyed considerable religious and 
political freedom.2 By the middle of the first century ce, the number of alexandrian 
Jews may have been as high as 150,000.3 under the Romans, however, their status 
deteriorated in relation to the greeks of alexandria. unlike the greeks, they were not 
considered alexandrian citizens.4 alexandria was, nevertheless, the most important 
Jewish settlement of the diaspora, and a community that one might have thought to 
have been a primary target for Christian mission.

The earliest extant historical source on Christianity in alexandria is eusebius, 
who, in his Ecclesiastical History (c. 312–23), conveys interesting, though highly 
controversial information on this early period. since he was personally involved in 
the theological and political discussions of his own day, few scholars would argue that 
eusebius presents an unbiased version of his material. The main points of disagreement 
are the origins and circumstances of alexandrian Christianity up to Clement (180) 
and, related to this, questions concerning a so-called catechetical school. however, 
where it is possible to test the historical accuracy of his narrative by comparison with 
other sources (as is often the case concerning the churches in Rome, Jerusalem, and 
antioch), eusebius’s account largely corresponds with these other sources.5 With 
regard to the situation in alexandria we have no such possibility. despite the lack 
of evidence, scholars generally tend to believe that Christianity was established in 
alexandria by the middle of the first century, either as a result of a mission from 
Jerusalem, or through alexandrian Jews returning from the pentecost celebration in 
Jerusalem. people from egypt are among the many listed in acts 2:7–12 as present in 
Jerusalem on this occasion.

What is it, then, that eusebius writes about the alexandrian church before 180? 
he is our earliest source for the tradition that the church was founded by mark the 
evangelist, who was, according to eusebius, the first bishop of alexandria. yet the 
new Testament contains no trace of this tradition. additionally, the two prominent 
alexandrian theologians, Clement and origen (c. 185  to c. 254)  – as well as 
demetrius, bishop of alexandria from 189 – never mention mark as the founder of 
the alexandrian church. even more controversial than eusebius’s claim about mark 
is his information about the alexandrian episcopal succession, which is scattered 
throughout his account. he names the ten bishops who succeeded mark up to the 
reign of the emperor Commodus (180–92), each with his exact years of office.6 
Whereas the eleventh, Bishop demetrius (189–232), is well known from several other 
sources, the other ten remain mere names. Therefore, this construction too has been 
rejected by most scholars.7

Two alternative scenarios for early alexandrian Christianity have been presented. 
For a long time the “gnostic lead” was in favor, as it still is today in some quarters.8 in 
this view the earliest Christianity in alexandria (and egypt) was heterodox, especially 
gnostic, and there were no distinct boundaries between orthodox and non-orthodox 
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Christians until the end of the second century.9 The majority of Christians in the city 
at an early stage adhered to a variety of Christianity that was predominantly gnostic. 
The few “orthodox” Christians opposed their doctrine but did not win the upper hand 
until the end of the second century. subsequently the gnostics gradually became 
marginalized, they were condemned as heretics, and their writings disappeared.

This view has a certain inherent plausibility. There is no doubt that the gnostic 
movement thrived in second-century egypt. Texts defined today as gnostic were 
quoted by Clement and origen and were surely circulating in egypt. as a matter of 
fact – except for eusebius’s assertion that mark was the founder of the church, as well 
as some evidence for a few individual Christians10  – the earliest Christian teachers 
in second-century alexandria of whom we have any information were the gnostics 
Basilides and valentinus. according to Clement, Basilides was active in alexandria 
at the time of the emperors hadrian (117–38) and antoninus pius (137–61).11 
valentinus received his education in alexandria and, according to Bishop epiphanius 
of salamis (315–403), preached in alexandria and other places in egypt before he 
went to Rome (about 140).12

The theory, as most forcefully propounded by the german theologian Walther 
Bauer, provoked a critical reaction based upon papyrological evidence.13 in his 
Manuscript, Society, and Belief in Early Christian Egypt, Colin h. Roberts shed 
important light on Christian origins in egypt. his study of literary papyri found in the 
egyptian sand provides no support for the view that gnosticism was the earliest form 
of Christianity in egypt. For one thing, of the fourteen extant Christian papyri dating 
from the second century, ten were canonical, and only one was gnostic, the Gospel 
of Thomas.

another important feature of Roberts’s study is his discussion of nomina sacra in 
early Christian manuscripts. The nomina sacra are certain “sacred names” and religious 
terms that are given special treatment in writing by means of abbreviations and 
super-lineation, such as Iesous, Christos, kyrios, theos, and others. Roberts traces this 
scribal practice back to the Jerusalem church: it was invented by Jewish Christians 
in Jerusalem and from there brought to alexandria.14 Roberts’s conclusion is that 
the earliest Christians in alexandria were Jews, and there are so few traces of them 
because the Christians were an integral part of the Jewish community in alexandria, 
hardly distinguishable from the Jews, at least from outside.15

There is, moreover, one important piece of evidence of Jewish (greek-speaking) 
Christians in alexandria: the so-called Gospel of the Hebrews, from the first decades 
of the second century,16 of which several fragments are preserved in Clement, origen, 
and Jerome. according to Jerome, origen used it frequently.17 Though it differs from 
the canonical gospels, to judge from the fragments it is not typically “gnostic.”18 it has 
a clearly “life of Jesus” character, different from gnostic gospels.19

according to the Jewish thesis, the Jesus-believing Jews (Judeo-Christians) stayed 
in the environment of the synagogues and prayed and worshipped with their fellow 
Jews for a longer time than at other places. The break between the group of Jesus-
believing Jews and the rest of the Jewish population may not have come until after the 
Jewish revolt against the Romans in 115–17. For two years the Jews of egypt, Cyrene, 
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and Cyprus rebelled against Roman oppression. This ended in disaster and the Jews 
of egypt suffered great losses, disappearing from sight.20 Whether in the maelstrom of 
the revolt most of the Judeo-Christians of alexandria were extinguished as well, is a 
matter of guesswork. The existence of the Gospel of the Hebrews suggests that at least 
some of them survived and formed an independent community. evidence also suggests 
the existence of various groups of non-Jewish (gentile) Christians in egypt, of which 
some may have been gnostic, apocalyptic, or encratite in inclination.21 encratite 
Christians believed that it was sinful to engage in childbearing and sexuality, therefore 
rejecting marriage. The greek Gospel of the Egyptians may be a witness to this group. 
only fragments of the gospel survive, the chief source being Clement of alexandria, 
who is mostly skeptical toward their negative views on marriage. it is also clear that he 
did not regard the gospel to be on a par with the “four gospels that have been handed 
down to us.”22

still another second-century work is connected with alexandria, the Epistle of 
Barnabas. it has no explicit recipient (and no named author), but appears to be 
addressed to a Christian community in egypt, probably alexandria.23 Clement is the 
earliest witness to its existence. it has a marked hostility to Judaism, and the author 
interprets the old Testament in a way favourable to Christian claims. he holds that 
there has never been more than one covenant – the covenant that moses offered the 
people of israel was rejected, and through their idolatry they lost any claim to it. it 
was offered again through Christ and was received by Christians. Therefore, the Jews 
never had a covenant, and the old Testament is the possession of the Christians. 
however, the ceremonial laws were never to be interpreted in a literal way; they are 
partly to be understood as prophecies about Christ, partly to be interpreted allegori-
cally.24 it may also be argued that the Epistle is marked by an anti-Jewish atmosphere 
that is not merely formalistic but may indicate a considerable Jewish presence in  
the city.25

some reflections may be added, based on the research of the sociologist of religion 
Rodney stark and the ancient historian Keith hopkins, giving some indirect support 
to the Jewish character of alexandrian Christianity. in his book The Rise of Christianity 
Rodney stark investigates the question of Christian growth. he establishes an estimate 
of 40 per cent growth for every decade (an average growth rate similar to that of the 
mormons during their first one hundred years). starting with one thousand in ce 40, 
the resulting number of Christians in ce 350 would be thirty-three million, about half 
of the population of the Roman empire.26 That half of the empire’s population may 
have been Christian in the middle of the fourth century is not very controversial. 
it is interesting to reflect on the fact that, if Christianity grew steadily at the rate of 
40 per cent per decade, there would have been only about 7,000 Christians in the 
year ce 100, equal to barely 0.01 per cent of the empire’s population, and 40,000 in 
the year ce 150, also a rather small percentage. of course, the growth fluctuated; it 
probably grew faster in some periods, and in other periods, during persecutions, it 
even declined.27 The regional differences will also have been great. hopkins, following 
up on stark’s numerical experiment, draws the (obvious) conclusion that “in all 
probability, there were few Christians in the Roman world, at least until the end of 
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the second century.”28 Consequently, the number of Jews was very high, compared 
with the number of (Judeo)-Christians, at least until the late third century.29 Thus, 
during the period up to ce 180, which we are discussing, Christians were statistically 
insignificant, they were only small minority groups. if we relate this to the situation of 
first- and early second-century alexandria, a city which had the greatest concentration 
of Jews in the Roman empire, it is easy to imagine how groups of Jesus-believers would 
disappear amid its Jewish population.

archaeological evidence too suggests that the Christians of the first two centuries 
were few everywhere and did not attract much attention. in terms of non-literary 
material, there are very few traces of them at all in any part of the Roman world. 
They did not build large churches; what we have of evidence points only to house 
churches, private homes that were not remodeled in any way. not until after 300 is 
there evidence of larger places of meeting.30

Rodney stark also challenges the widely held view that the first Christian mission 
to the Jews failed because the Jews rejected the Christian message. Rather, a very 
substantial conversion of Jews actually took place and continued well into the third 
and fourth centuries.31 according to modern evidence, cult-groups usually expand 
within family and social networks, i.e., among relatives and friends. The local 
networks used by the early Christians were the local Jewish communities. in addition, 
there is the principle of cultural continuity. modern evidence suggests that “people are 
more willing to adopt a new religion to the extent that it retains cultural continuity 
with conventional religion with which they already are familiar.”32 stark argues that 
for the (mostly urban) hellenized Jews of the Roman empire, Christianity may have 
seemed more attractive than the Torah-observing “old-fashioned” Judaism of israel.33 
yet, it represented undoubtedly a continuity with their former beliefs.

The catechetical school and Christian organization

eusebius’s description in his Ecclesiastical History of a “school of sacred learning” in 
alexandria, later commonly referred to as the catechetical school, has been much 
discussed.34 at this point, a marked change occurs in his history of the alexandrian 
church. The eusebian narrative now becomes more than names and dates (cf. the list 
of bishops), and a rather detailed description of a certain pantaenus35 and his school 
emerges, a school with a succession of teachers who themselves had been the pupils 
of their predecessors:

at that time a man very famous for his learning named pantaenus had charge 
of the life of the faithful in alexandria, for from ancient custom a school 
of sacred learning (didaskaleiou ton hieron logon) existed among them. This 
school has lasted on to our time, and we have heard that it is managed by men 
powerful in their learning and zeal for divine things, but tradition says that at 
that time pantaenus was especially eminent, and that he had been influenced 
by the philosophic system of those called stoics.

(eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.10)36
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in a later passage, eusebius claims that “pantaenus was succeeded by Clement, who 
directed the instruction (katekhesis) at alexandria up to such a date that origen also 
was one of his pupils.”37 When Clement left alexandria because of a persecution (c. 
202/3), origen took over the direction of the school, at the age of only eighteen.38 
This task, eusebius writes, had been given to him by demetrius, “the leader of the 
church.”39 eusebius describes origen as a highly successful teacher, and because of the 
many students, as well as their differing needs, he selected one of them, heraclas, to 
assist him. he assigned to heraclas “preliminary studies” while “reserving for himself 
the teaching of the experienced pupils.”40

This traditional picture, based on eusebius, of an official school under the control 
of the bishop and with a succession of teachers going far back in time, an institution 
of the church to prepare the catechumens for baptism, has long been challenged.41 
Following this older line of scholarship, to varying degrees scholars have regarded 
eusebius’s account as an unreliable reconstruction, based on sketchy evidence and 
bias. in this view, the catechetical school of alexandria did not yet exist in the second 
century; it started only in ce 202/3 with origen, when a monarchic episcopacy was 
in place with demetrius.42 The “school” before origen, then – that of pantaenus and 
Clement – was Christian, but private, and had nothing to do with the contemporary 
official school of the church, which was handled by humble catechists who prepared 
the catechumens for baptism. The school of pantaenus was rather a parallel to that 
of Justin martyr in Rome and, later on, that of origen in Caesarea (which we know 
thanks to gregory Thaumaturgos’s description),43 an independent private school 
of higher learning. and when persecution broke out, Clement left and this private 
school disappeared with him.44

Recently, however, a more positive assessment of the eusebian account of the 
“school of alexandria” and of Clement’s and origen’s successive participation in 
catechetical instruction has emerged. in combination with the evidence we find 
in Clement’s writings, a closer reading of eusebius may give some new insights.45 
however, before we have a look at this new interpretation, a few words need to be said 
about Clement’s life and works.

unfortunately, eusebius does not devote as much space to Clement’s life as to origen’s. 
There is on the whole little extant information about Clement’s life, much must therefore 
rest on mere assumptions. he was born around 150, of pagan parents, probably in athens. 
after his conversion, presumably in his home town, he traveled through southern italy, 
palestine, and syria, seeking out Christian teachers, and ended up in egypt:

i fell in with a final one  – supreme in mastery. i tracked him down to his 
hiding-place in egypt and stayed with him. he was the true sicilian bee, 
culling out of the flowers from the meadow of prophets and apostles a pure 
substance of true knowledge in the souls of his hearers.

(Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 1.11.2)

it is generally agreed that this “sicilian bee” was pantaenus, whom Clement, in 
his extant writings, mentions only once by name.46 according to eusebius who 
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quotes a letter of ce 211 from alexander, bishop of Caesarea in Cappadocia (later of 
Jerusalem), Clement was ordained a presbyter.47 he has now, as eusebius writes, arrived 
in Cappadocia. a statement by Jerome likewise refers to Clement as a presbyter in an 
alexandrian community.48 When persecution broke out under septimus severus, in 
202 or 203, Clement left the city and went into exile.49 in a second letter written from 
Jerusalem to origen in ce 215, alexander speaks of Clement as “one of those blessed 
fathers who has gone on before us.”50 The date of Clement’s death may thus be fixed 
through these letters somewhere between 211 and 215. There is no evidence that he 
ever returned to alexandria.

Clement seems to have written most of his works during the period of more than 
twenty years that he spent in alexandria. eusebius lists ten works by Clement, but 
not all of them have survived.51 There are three major works extant: Exhortation to 
the Greeks, Christ the Educator, and Miscellanies. in addition we have three shorter 
collections of other people’s writings, edited with a commentary by Clement (Excerpts 
from Theodotus, Extracts from the Prophets, and the “eighth Book” of the Miscellanies) 
and one sermon (Salvation of the Rich). of the lost works the most important seems 
to have been the Outlines, a commentary on the scriptures, of which only scattered 
fragments remain.

not all of Clement’s works are meant for those already Christian. The Exhortation 
to the Greeks is an “exhortation” to conversion, addressed to educated greeks with a 
knowledge of ancient philosophy as well as traditional religion and mythology. Christ 
the Educator and Miscellanies are both primarily addressed to Christians, Christ the 
Educator to those who are newly baptized or want to learn more about Christianity. 
it shows that he put much energy into the task of preparing candidates for baptism, 
or teaching those newly baptized. The Miscellanies, in eight books, is a witness to his 
involvement in a more advanced kind of teaching, to the benefit of those interested 
in a deeper understanding of Christianity. We see how origen in a similar way divided 
his teaching into elementary and more advanced, taking on the latter himself and 
delegating the former to a pupil.52 That there was no significant Jewish population 
in the city in Clement’s time is visible from his writings. There are no signs there of 
any living contacts with Jewish scholars – his links with Jewish sources are all literary 
ones – or any teaching directed to Judeo-Christians specifically.53

Clement gives us insights into the organization of the Christian community at 
alexandria. it has its priests (presbyters), deacons, and bishops, but he does not reveal 
any close connection with any local bishop.54 nor are there any signs of tension 
between priests and teachers. in Miscellanies 6.106.2 he writes:

such a one is in reality a presbyter of the church, and a true deacon of the will 
of god, if he do and teach what is the lord’s; not as being ordained by men, 
nor regarded righteous because a presbyter, but enrolled in the presbyterate 
because righteous.

Clement may well be speaking of himself here; it is probable that both he and 
pantaenus were presbyters and that they both combined liturgical and teaching 
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functions. Clement himself can use the term “presbyter” interchangeably with 
“bishop,” indicating that there was still not a developed monarchic system in 
alexandria.55 as mentioned before, the first “bishop” of alexandria about whom 
eusebius records any information beyond a mere name is demetrius, who “received 
the episcopate of the communities there.”56 it is after demetrius has become the 
supreme bishop that tension develops, eventually causing origen’s departure from 
alexandria in 231.

We now return for a moment to the question of the catechetical school. it has 
been common to argue for or against such a school in alexandria, with reference to 
an actual school building. The didaskaleion of eusebius may certainly denote such a 
building, but it may also mean a school tradition, Christian or non-Christian. This is 
the way the word is used in Justin, irenaeus, and epiphanius.57 Clement himself never 
uses the word didaskaleion; by avoiding this term, he probably wants to dissociate his 
own activities from those of other “schools,” whose opinions he believed were false.58 
perhaps we may imagine that the “catechetical school” at alexandria referred to one 
of several Christian communities in the city, an integration of “school” and “church” 
where Clement and pantaenus were involved together in teaching the “divine scrip-
tures.”59 When pantaenus died, Clement was left in charge of it, and it was taken over 
by origen when Clement left the city, as described by eusebius.60

it is clear that Clement writes as a scholar with an extensive literary background, 
pagan as well as Christian. From a consideration of the varied literary sources that he 
employs in his writings, it has been suggested that he had access to a Christian library.61 
he is also the church father who most frequently cites from non-Christian authors. in 
addition to countless citations from the Septuagint and the new Testament, he very 
often refers to and quotes greek poets, dramatists, philosophers, and historians. he 
may illustrate an argument with a passage from plato or with a few lines from homer, 
euripides, heraclitus, or democritus. in addition to the more well-known authors, 
he mentions by name many writers whom we know next to nothing about because 
their works are lost. some of these he certainly knew only through anthologies, but 
there is no doubt that he had read both homer and plato in the original. no greek 
philosopher is as warmly praised by him as plato, and platonic expressions and ideas, 
including citations from his works, are spread throughout his works.62 it was Clement’s 
view that greek philosophy and the Jewish law were two parallel covenants, so to 
speak, preparing the greeks and the Jews, respectively, for the reception of the more 
perfect Christian message, the “true philosophy.”63

Though Clement, and later origen, regarded the Septuagint and the new Christian 
writings as superior to the greek authors, their openness and curiosity in a novel way 
brought together Christianity and classical culture, and inaugurated what we today call 
Christian hellenism. The diversity of opinions and the wide range of theological inter-
pretations of the scriptures that prospered in such a milieu did not last long. origen’s 
forced exile by Bishop demetrius was a sign of a new ecclesiastical regime that was 
gradually enforced on alexandrian Christianity.64 it resulted in a severing of Christian 
theological speculation from pagan philosophy, until Christian hellenism was reestab-
lished in alexandria and elsewhere under different conditions in the fourth century.
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Views on Scripture

Clement was a platonist and a biblical theologian. he was not a biblicist or an 
exegete. Was he an allegorist? patristic interpretation of scripture is often charac-
terized in terms of literal, typological, and allegorical exegesis.65 We must, however, 
be aware that the fathers may have meant different things by these concepts than we 
do. in fact, as Frances young says, they did not even have a “single concept corre-
sponding to our notion of literalness.”66 They distinguished wording from sense and 
the normal sense of the word from its use as a metaphor.67 For Clement it was obvious 
that scripture had a symbolic meaning, but he was also concerned with its historicity. 
in Christ the Educator he writes that there are some things in scripture which are 
clear, and not symbolic – an example being moral instruction – while other things are 
obscure, enigmatic, and in need of interpretation.68

in a passage of the fifth book of Miscellanies Clement claims that all who have 
written about the highest or ultimate things, or Truth – be they egyptians, greeks, 
or barbarians – have veiled the truth in symbols, allegories, and metaphors, and he 
identifies four reasons for it. The first is ethical: the object is to conceal the truth from 
those who might pollute or misuse it. The second is didactic: veiled truth needs inter-
preters. The third is psychological: indirect statements make a stronger impression 
than direct ones. The fourth relates to complexity: symbolic interpretations allow 
more than one layer of meaning.69

it is central to Clement’s view of the scriptures that they are prophetic and contain 
god’s plan of salvation. The prophets saw the noetic world, the world beyond the senses, 
but they spoke about it in metaphors and parables. in order for us to reach this world we 
must regard the text of the Bible as metaphorical, and with the help of Christ, who is 
not a metaphor, we may be led beyond. Christ who was not of this world but came in a 
worldly form, may by knowledge lead men to this other world. For those who are ignorant 
of the truth, the prophecies remain parables and even become stumbling blocks. But for 
those who have ears, the scriptures will be opened up and the truth will be explained.70

There are strong links between Clement’s concept of god and his views on 
language, and through his views on language, with his understanding of scripture. in 
Miscellanies 2.72.4 he writes:

it is not possible to speak of the divine in its actual nature. But even though 
we are fettered to flesh, it is possible for us to hear the lord, accommodating 
himself to human weakness for our salvation, in the words of the prophets.

in a way, for Clement – as for many of the fathers of the later orthodox tradition – the 
whole concept of language is god’s self-accommodation to the limits and constraints 
of human existence.71 language is inadequate for expressing divine truths, and this 
creates a need for alternative, symbolic ways of writing. Clement also believes that the 
authors of the scriptures employ a method of concealment.

however, to Clement the coming of Jesus to earth is no metaphor. he insists on the 
historicity and concreteness of the advent, life, and death of Jesus. he became flesh 
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so that he could be seen,72 and reveal who god is: “hence the son is said to be the 
Father’s face, being the revealer of the Father’s character to the five senses by clothing 
himself with flesh (sarkoforos genomenos).”73

For all Clement’s talk of parables and metaphors and hidden truths, we find 
nowhere in his genuine writings any reference to a secret unwritten doctrine inacces-
sible to the reader whose only source of information is the author’s written work.74 
it is for him rather a question of adapting the message to the needs and capacities of 
different categories of readers and not speaking in the same manner to everyone. as 
we have seen, some of Clement’s work was obviously not directed to beginners, but 
rather to the more advanced student who had already received some instruction: “For 
only to those that often approach them, and have given them a trial by faith and in 
their whole life, will they supply the real philosophy and the true theology.”75

as to the relationship between scripture and philosophy, Clement uses philosophy 
to explain and defend scripture. he holds plato in particularly high regard, but he also 
speaks positively of philosophy in general terms:

so, before the lord’s coming, philosophy was an essential guide to right-
eousness to the greeks. at the present time, it is a useful guide towards 
reverence for god. it is a kind of preliminary education for those who are 
trying to gather faith through demonstration.

(Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 1.28.1)

philosophy was given to the greeks as a paidagogos to bring them to Christ. all good 
things come from god, some directly, like the old and the new Testaments, and 
some in subsidiary ways, like philosophy. There is only one truth, and philosophy 
investigates this truth, which is Christ himself. Clement claims that a faith grounded 
in reason is preferable to simple faith. he confronts Christians who think they have 
no need of philosophy or science, who think they are “fully equipped by nature.” “all 
they ask for is simply and solely faith.”76 it is important, he argues, for all Christians 
to engage in the training philosophy gives; it exercises the mind and produces a 
sharpness of intellect. it is necessary because knowledge of all kinds – mathematics, 
the fine arts, literary studies – may help us to defend the faith from those who want 
to destroy it.77 For these purposes, experience and preparation are important; in the 
same way we choose the sea captain who has visited many places and the doctor who 
has treated many patients.78

Aspects of spirituality in Clement

a typical aspect of Clement’s thought is the unity between the spiritual and the 
epistemological, between faith (pistis) and knowledge (gnosis). The foundation of 
gnosis is pistis and the two cannot be separated: “now neither is knowledge without 
faith, nor faith without knowledge.”79 True knowledge is founded on faith.80 man’s 
ultimate aim is the vision of god, the platonic theoria, and in order to see god, you 
have to know him and become like him (homoiosis to theo).
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To develop knowledge of god is to be part of a process, to grow in grace and 
advance in moral perfection; it is a process that leads from pistis via gnosis to the love 
(agape) of god.81 Faith and love represent the beginning and the end of this process: 
“Knowledge added to faith and love to knowledge, and to love, the heavenly inher-
itance.”82 But the knowledge is not primarily intellectual, it is more of a spiritual, 
relational or intimate kind. in Miscellanies 7.57.4 he describes a process that leads from 
heathenism to faith, goes on to knowledge and then to love:

as i mentioned before, there seems to me to be a first kind of saving change 
from heathenism (ethnon) to faith (pistis), a second from faith to knowledge 
(gnosis); and this latter, as it passes on into love (agape), begins at once to 
establish a mutual friendship between that which knows and that which is 
known.

Clement holds that love, faith, and knowledge are not like wisdom acquired by 
teaching; they are gained through training and practice, but also through communion 
with god.83 moreover, Clement describes a gnostic as a person whose gnosis is demon-
strated through his activities:

The gnostic … being on the one hand not without a knowledge of god (or 
rather being known by him), and on the other hand showing the effects 
thereof. … For works (ta erga) follow knowledge, as the shadow the body.

(Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.82.7)

it is, however, important to distinguish on the one hand between man’s possibility to 
have knowledge (gnosis) of god, and on the other what Clement teaches about god 
being unknowable, unutterable, indescribable. When we say that man knows god, 
the focus is on man, and we are in the realm of spirituality. For as we saw, Clement 
also teaches that there is no knowledge (gnosis) without faith (pistis). But when we 
say (with Clement) that god is unknowable (agnostos), we express an epistemological 
fact – about god’s apophatic nature.84

an important instance of the unity between the spiritual and the epistemological 
is Clement’s doctrine of deification. The earliest Christian discussion of deification is 
concerned with a passage in psalm 82, especially verse 6: “i said, you are gods, and 
are all sons of the most high.” Who are they whom the psalmist calls “gods”? about 
ce 160, Justin martyr maintained that the people of god was the new israel, and the 
“gods” were those who were obedient to Christ.85 irenaeus of lyons, on the other 
hand, claimed that “gods” were those “who have received the grace of the ‘adoption 
by which we cry abba father.’”86 in Clement, the idea is much more developed and 
he is the first of the church fathers who employs a technical terminology of deifi-
cation, by using words such as theopoieo and theazo.87 psalm 82:6, however, is not the 
reference that occurs most often when Clement discusses the idea of deification. he 
does mention it a few times, but much more frequently he cites the famous platonic 
paragraph of Theaetetus:
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and to escape [from earth] is to become like god (homoiosis theo), so far 
as this is possible (kata to dynaton); and to become like god is to become 
righteous (dikaion) and holy (hosion) and wise (meta froneseos).

(plato, Theaetetus 176b)88

in addition to Clement’s fondness of plato in general, i suspect that his preference for 
this passage to the scriptural one has to do with the expression kata to dynaton. This 
platonic reservation is wholly in line with Clement’s epistemological apophaticism 
in relation to god. also when it comes to man’s possibility of becoming like god, it 
is more compatible with his whole concept of god to add “as far as it is possible.”89

it was man’s goal to become “god,” and this was made possible since Christ himself 
had become man. in Exhortation to the Greeks Clement writes: “The Word of god 
speaks, having become man, in order that such as you may learn from man how it is 
even possible for man to become a god.”90 now, through baptism the image of god that 
was destroyed in the Fall is restored. This view, that the purpose of Christ’s coming to 
earth was to deify man, runs like a scarlet thread through most of greek theology in 
the early church, meaning that salvation is seen as an equivalent to deification.

so god, as he is in himself, cannot be known by man. he may, however, be reached 
by faith. Faith is central in Clement’s theory of knowledge. it forms the basis for all 
kinds of knowledge, both for the specifically Christian gnosis and the logical gnosis.91 
Both types of truth or knowledge rest on the same indemonstrable first principles that 
cannot be proved, but must be accepted in faith.

Clement’s understanding of faith is derived from scripture. Referring to paul he 
sees faith as opposed to the wisdom of the wise. Christ crucified is to those who believe 
the power and wisdom of god (1 Cor. 1:19–24).92 Faith is something divine and has 
two sides: our decision and god’s gift. as we have seen, we cannot know without 
faith. Why? Because truth is a gift of god, and until we are willing to receive it, we 
know nothing.93

With terms like pistis, gnosis, and homoiosis, Clement describes a human life of 
increasing knowledge and proximity to god. it is a life that possesses certain moral 
and spiritual qualities, such as justice, holiness and wisdom, love of god and love of 
man. its end result is a vision of god who is beyond all knowledge, but has accom-
modated himself to human weakness by clothing himself with flesh.
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origen was born in ce 185 or 186 in alexandria when Commodus ruled the Roman 
empire. he died, either as a martyr at Caesarea in the persecution of the emperor 
decius, or at Tyre a year or so after decius’s death when valerian was emperor.1 his 
father was martyred in alexandria during the persecution of septimius severus when 
origen was a teenager.2

origen had been educated in all the subjects of greek education.3 his use of greek 
grammatical and rhetorical skills and his ability to think with the conceptual tools of 
greek philosophy are evident throughout his works. The pages of his Against Celsus 
are dotted with citations of greek authors. after his father’s death origen taught 
for some time as a grammaticus, teaching the basic subjects of greek education.4 he 
had also been instructed in the Bible as a child by his father.5 We do not know what 
other Christian teachers may have influenced him. he seems to have been acquainted 
with the Jewish Christian teacher pantaenus and probably also with Clement of 
alexandria.6 he refers several times to a Jewish Christian teacher that he designates 
simply as “the hebrew.”7 according to eusebius, demetrius, the local bishop, put him 
in charge of catechetical instruction for the church in alexandria when he was only 
eighteen years old.8 origen’s fame for his understanding of the Christian faith and as a 
defender of it against both greeks and heretics spread widely. The climax was perhaps 
the invitation from mamaea, mother of the emperor alexander severus, to come to 
antioch to tell her about the Christian faith.9

The catechetical school origen instructed eventually became so large that he 
divided it between those needing instruction in the elements of the faith and those 
desirous and capable of advanced study. origen took charge of the advanced group 
and appointed heraclas to instruct the beginners.10 sometime in this period a rift 
began to develop between origen and demetrius, bishop of alexandria. We do not 
know most of the details of the disagreement. it appears that demetrius may have 
begun to be uncomfortable with some of origen’s theology. ecclesiastical politics seem 
definitely to have been involved. origen had been ordained as priest by the bishop 
of Caesarea during a visit there. demetrius, for whatever reason, had not ordained 
origen. he was convinced, however, that the decision about whether origen should 
be ordained or not belonged to his jurisdiction as origen’s local bishop. origen refers 
to the dispute in his Commentary on John, but his description is too allusive to allow 
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any conclusions to be drawn beyond the obvious one that it was a severe dispute and 
origen felt himself deeply wronged in the affair.11 The result of the dispute was that 
origen left alexandria for good and moved to Caesarea where he preached almost all 
of his homilies, started a school of theology, and founded a Christian library. Caesarea 
became the center of his activities for the remainder of his life.

origen was the most prolific author of all the Fathers of the church. his written 
works include the genres of commentary, textual criticism, theology, apologetics, and 
spiritual literature. only a few of these works have been preserved entire in the greek 
language in which origen wrote them. others have been partially preserved in greek, 
and still others have been preserved either entire or in part in latin translations. The 
bulk of origen’s writings, however, has perished.

i begin this discussion of origen’s thought with his work on scripture because, 
for origen, everything flowed from this source. he was the first Christian who might 
be called, in some sense at least, a systematic theologian but his theology arose from 
scripture, as he understood scripture. he was also a master of Christian spirituality, 
but like his theology, this too was rooted in his understanding of scripture and 
expounded in its terminology. origen lived in scripture as perhaps no other has in the 
entire history of the church.

Origen as a biblical commentator

Commentaries were a staple part of the literary diet in origen’s time. The scholars at 
the museum in alexandria had been producing a steady flow of them on the writings 
of classical antiquity for at least three and a half centuries before origen. There were 
commentaries on homer, on the greek dramas, and on the orations of the attic 
orators. in origen’s time philosophers did philosophy by writing commentaries on 
the works of plato and aristotle, the recognized authorities of the past. alexander 
of aphrodisias, an older contemporary of origen, had the position of state-funded 
professor of aristotelian philosophy, probably in athens, in the reigns of septimius 
severus and Caracalla.12 he wrote numerous commentaries on the works of aristotle. 
it was quite natural for origen to undertake to set forth Christian theology in the form 
of commentaries on the authoritative books of the Christians.

We do not know exactly how many biblical commentaries origen wrote. eusebius 
refers to a complete list of origen’s works that he had made and included in his now lost 
Life of Pamphilus.13 in a list provided by Jerome, who claims to have seen this catalogue 
drawn up by eusebius,14 there are references to commentaries on genesis, isaiah, hosea, 
Joel, amos, Jonah, micah, nahum, habakkuk, Zephaniah, haggai, Zechariah, malachi, 
ezekiel, the psalms, proverbs, song of songs, lamentations, matthew, John, luke, 
Romans, galatians, ephesians, philippians, Colossians, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Titus, 
and philemon.15 none of these biblical commentaries has been preserved in its entirety, 
and many have been lost completely. in spite of the great loss, enough of origen’s work 
as a biblical commentator remains, whether in a direct greek manuscript tradition, 
latin translations, or fragments in the later catena commentaries, to gain an accurate 
impression of the way he approached the task of writing commentaries on scripture.
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While origen’s exegetical work is certainly our largest legacy of early Christian 
commentary literature, he was not the first to write commentaries on scripture. There 
appear to have been commentaries produced on the gospels by the gnostic Basilides 
and heracleon prior to origen’s work. papias, bishop of hierapolis in the mid-second 
century, may also have written commentaries on the gospels. eusebius relates that 
Clement of alexandria had written up the scriptural exegesis of the alexandrian 
Jewish Christian of the late second century named pantaenus in his Hypotyposeis.16 
hippolytus of Rome produced commentaries, including works on the song of songs 
and daniel, in the early third century, prior to origen. ambrose, origen’s friend and 
patron, appears to have been the catalyst that set origen on the path of writing biblical 
commentaries. Jerome asserts that ambrose urged origen to compose commentaries 
on scripture as hippolytus had done.17

even before Christians began to write commentaries on scripture, the Jews had 
already produced commentaries on the hebrew scriptures. The fragmentary biblical 
commentaries discovered at Qumran are the oldest known biblical commentaries. Those 
of the first-century-ce Jew, philo of alexandria, however, are writings that we know 
origen was familiar with and which seem to have exercised considerable influence on 
him both in their theology and in their hermeneutical approach to scripture.

philo is the chief representative of what is called hellenistic Judaism. he preceded 
origen in alexandria by approximately a century and a half but origen clearly knew 
his works. he refers to philo three times by name in his writings, once even citing the 
title of philo’s work and quoting a line from it.18 origen’s more usual way of indicating 
his dependence on another scholar, however, was to make an anonymous reference 
to “someone,” “some of those,” or “who preceded us.” david Runia has noted that in 
at least twenty of these “anonymous phrases” the reference is to philo. Furthermore, 
Runia points out, there are more than four hundred additional passages in origen 
where scholars have perceived the influence of philo.19

When origen began to write commentaries, therefore, he stepped into a large 
stream of established literary precedent flowing from greeks, Jews, and Christians. he 
took over the techniques and style of the genre already long established. The greek 
commentary literature had a definite format. each book began with a rather stylized 
preface that addressed a set list of approximately six topics which included the aim of 
the treatise and its usefulness.20 These topics were referred to with the phrase, “What 
comes before the study of … .” Jaap mansfeld has called attention to the appearance 
of this phrase at the conclusion of the preface in the first book of origen’s Commentary 
on John.21 origen adopted most of these topics in the various prefaces that he wrote 
to the books of his commentaries. one of his most explicit discussions of these topics 
is in the preface to his Commentary on the Song of Songs. There he sets forth the list 
of topics he will discuss before he begins the actual discussion of the contents of the 
book. The topics to be discussed are the main theme of the book, the place this book 
holds in the order of the books of solomon, why it has the title it has, and why it is 
presented in a dramatic dialogue.22

origen provides a summary of his hermeneutic for interpreting the Bible in book 4 
of his treatise On First Principles.23 he begins by arguing that both the old and new 
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Testaments are divine and that the holy spirit is their author.24 he notes that the 
most common error which leads multitudes of people to misunderstand the scriptures 
is that of understanding the text of scripture literally as opposed to searching out its 
spiritual meaning. in this discussion he applies two of the technical terms found in the 
prefaces of the secular commentaries.

he begins with the “aim” of the holy spirit in what is recorded in scripture. This 
aim was to meet the spiritual needs of humanity. The list origen provides of the 
spiritual subjects treated in scripture is a summary of the doctrines he sets forth in 
the preface of On First Principles as the basic doctrines that are to be discussed in the 
treatise.25 searching out these spiritual matters demands, however, a certain aptitude 
on the part of the reader of the Bible. origen recognized that multitudes of people 
lacked this prerequisite and yet claimed a faith in Christ. There was, therefore, he 
argues, a secondary aim of the holy spirit in scripture. That secondary aim was 
to conceal the spiritual doctrines in a historical narrative that would benefit those 
persons lacking the aptitude necessary for investigating the true spiritual meanings of 
scripture. This latter is not, however, a disparaging view of the narrative of scripture 
as we will see. origen can, in fact, become quite defensive of the literal text of 
scripture when he perceives it as being under attack.

When origen discusses the story of the samaritan woman in the gospel of John, 
he identifies the well of Jacob as the scriptures. The scriptures serve as introduc-
tions to the higher understanding Jesus gives, referred to in the story as “a spring of 
water gushing up to eternal life.”26 Before one can partake of this spiritual meaning, 
however, one must first have drunk regularly and diligently from Jacob’s well. origen, 
then, notes that the gnostic heracleon had referred to the water from Jacob’s well 
as “insipid, temporary, and deficient.” origen says he could agree with heracleon 
if he had meant that the water from Jacob’s well was a first or lower step to a more 
perfect level of understanding. But, he adds, heracleon is to be blamed “if he does 
this to slander the ancient words.”27 origen defends the literal meaning of scripture 
again much later in his life to refute the arrogant arguments of the philosopher Celsus 
who ridiculed the stories in the Bible, including that of Jesus. origen replied that 
it was because god cares for all people, not just those with a greek education, that 
he employed a style that common people could understand in scripture. once they 
have taken their initial steps in the faith, these very people can be introduced to the 
doctrines hidden in the Bible. “For,“ he says, “it is obvious even to an ungifted person 
who reads them that many passages can possess a meaning deeper than that which 
appears at first sight.” This perception of deeper meaning is not dependent on one’s 
education, but depends on the energy and time one invests in studying the Bible and, 
a point which one must never neglect in trying to understand origen, on the effort 
one makes to live as the Bible teaches.28

These two levels of meaning in scripture are closely related to the second topic 
from the technical terminology of the secular commentaries that origen adopted. This 
is the topic of “usefulness.” everything in scripture must be useful for the Christian 
because it is all the work of the holy spirit. some things are useful on the surface, 
such as the command for one to honor one’s father and mother, or the prohibitions of 
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murder, adultery, stealing, and bearing false witness.29 others, such as the prohibition 
to eat vultures, are unnecessary, seen in the best light, since no one has ever been so 
hungry as to attempt this, or irrational in the worst light.30 something which is not 
obvious, therefore, must be intended in commands such as these. What has been said 
of commandments applies to historical narrations as well. some cannot be true in 
their literal or historical sense, such as the opening statements in genesis in which 
light exists three days before the creation of the sun and other heavenly luminaries.31 
origen uses the same approach in treating the discrepancies between the accounts of 
events in Jesus’ life recorded in the four gospels. in his discussion of the cleansing of 
the temple and the events narrated as preceding and following it in John’s gospel, 
for example, he notes the numerous disagreements with the similar narratives in the 
synoptic gospels. The answer to these difficulties, he asserts, is that the narrators 
used historical narratives to teach spiritual lessons. some of the events, he suggests, 
did not happen at all historically while others did occur but not necessarily in exactly 
the way they have been narrated. Where it was possible the authors of the gospels 
couched spiritual truth in accurate historical narratives but where that could not be 
done, historical accuracy was sacrificed for the sake of spiritual truth. origen justifies 
this disregard for historical precision by appealing to both of the technical terms of 
the greek commentators we have discussed. it was done, he says, to facilitate the 
“usefulness” of the author’s “mystical aim.”32

all of this leads origen to posit his basic hermeneutical point: all scripture has 
a spiritual meaning; not all scripture has a literal or historical meaning.33 origen 
believes that this hermeneutic comes from Christ and has been handed down through 
the apostles.34 he certainly considers himself to be following paul in the way he reads 
israel’s history in the old Testament. paul, origen asserts, understood the crossing of 
the Red sea to point to baptism, the cloud leading the israelites to be the holy spirit, 
and the rock which followed them to be Christ. paul’s interpretation should be a 
model applied to all Christian exegesis of scripture.35 origen interprets the experience 
of the israelites in egypt using four primary symbols: pharaoh represents the devil, 
egypt stands for the world, the israelite males represent the rational human faculty, 
and the israelite females stand for the passionate side of human nature.36 The last two 
symbols correspond with identifications philo had made. philo also treated pharaoh 
and egypt symbolically but did not give them precisely the same meaning that origen 
gave them. origen was working in the alexandrian exegetical tradition in the way he 
understood the old Testament.

origen sees a kind of spiritual meta-narrative running throughout scripture told 
sometimes in the narratives of things that happened and sometimes those that did not 
happen literally. if paul, origen argues, refers to an “israel after the flesh,” there must, then, 
also be an israel after the spirit. The promises made to physical israel must be spiritual 
and inapplicable to the historical israelites. paul’s reference to a heavenly Jerusalem 
likewise suggests two Jerusalems. and if words referring to israel and Jerusalem have a 
spiritual meaning, then so too must such words as egypt, Babylon, and Tyre point to 
spiritual realities of a negative kind. The whole of scripture narrates the spiritual drama of 
salvation in the symbols of the life of the physical israel, Jesus, and the early Christians.37
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one of the people who influenced origen’s manner of doing exegesis was a Jewish 
Christian in alexandria whom origen refers to simply as “the hebrew.” We do 
not know whether the man was someone under whom origen studied formally, or 
whether he was simply someone origen heard in the context of Christian discussions 
in alexandria and who deeply impressed the young origen. he appears to have been 
dead before origen began his literary career, for origen always refers to him in the 
past tense. origen asserts, however, that it was from this man that he learned to apply 
to scripture the principle of the scholars of the museum that they called interpreting 
homer by homer. This principle meant that the way to understand an unclear passage 
in an author was to search in other passages in the same author’s writings where he 
talked about the same subject or used the same vocabulary. This became a basic 
principle of origen’s exegetical method. Because he considered the holy spirit to 
be the author of all scripture, scripture’s obscurities were to be solved by searching 
for similar topics and, especially, vocabulary in other passages throughout the Bible 
which could then be applied to the passage being studied. “The hebrew,” origen tells 
us, taught this principle by means of a story about a house with many locked rooms. 
a key lies before each door but it is not the key to the adjacent door. To find the 
key to open scripture’s meaning one must search for similar words and ideas that are 
scattered throughout the scriptures.38

how origen ranged over scripture using the “interpreting homer by homer” 
principle to weave a tapestry of spiritual meaning can be seen in the following 
example of his application of Zechariah 6:12 to a variety of texts. in the septuagint 
the astronomical term anatolē (rising/the east) is applied to a person in Zechariah 6:12 
in the words, “Behold a man, Rising (or the east) is his name.” a common usage of 
this term in the septuagint is to indicate the east, where the sun rises. its application 
to a person in Zechariah 6:12 becomes the key to open the understanding of a number 
of scriptures where reference is made to “the east.” in the story of gideon in Judges 6, 
where one of the nations is referred to as “the sons of the east,” origen suggests that 
the phrase must be understood in contrast to its opposite (which does not appear in 
the text of Judges), “sons of the west.” The latter, he says, would have to mean “sons 
of darkness.” sons of the east, he suggests, would properly refer to those who have 
received the name of Christ for, he adds, “it is written of Christ, ‘Behold a man, Rising 
(or the east) is his name.’ Therefore, whoever has received the name of Christ is said 
to be a son of the east.”39 The appearance of the word ‘east’ in the septuagint text of 
Judges led origen’s mind directly to Christ via Zechariah 6:12. in a homily in which 
he discusses leviticus 16:14 – the septuagint text refers to the priest sprinkling the 
blood of the sacrificial animal eastward on the mercy seat – origen sees a reference to 
the mercy brought through Christ. it comes from the east, he says, “for there is a man 
from there whose name is Rising (or the east), who was made ‘the mediator between 
god and humanity’.”40

origen’s most celebrated commentary in antiquity, and perhaps ever, was his 
Commentary on the Song of Songs. Composed originally in ten books in the mid-third 
century when origen was approximately fifty-five years old and master of his exposi-
tional techniques, his theological understanding, and spiritual discipline, it has been 
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preserved in three books of latin translation done by Rufinus in the early fifth century. 
Jerome praised the ten books of the original commentary in his well-known statement 
that origen excelled all other authors in his other books, but in his Commentary on 
the Song of Songs he excelled even himself.41 origen reads the song of songs on three 
levels. at the literal level it is a drama about marriage written in the form of a wedding 
song sung by a bride to the groom. at the second level, the church is the bride, and 
at the third level the individual soul is the bride. Christ is the bridegroom on both of 
these levels of understanding, longed for corporately by the church and individually 
by the soul. a succinct example of the application of this approach to the text can be 
found in origen’s comments on the words of song of songs 1:4, “The King has brought 
me into his chamber.” at the literal level the young woman is brought into the King’s 
chamber and shown the royal treasures. at the other levels, and here origen mentions 
both the church and the soul separately but joins them in the interpretation, it is the 
introduction of the soul or the church into what paul called “the mind of Christ” 
where one experiences what “eye has not seen, nor ear heard.”42 This is what it means 
to be brought into the King’s chamber.43 The meaning origen looks for and sets forth 
in his biblical commentaries is always the spiritual meaning of the text.

Origen’s On First Principles

origen’s treatise On First Principles, or Peri Archôn in greek, is the best known of all 
his numerous writings. it has been the basic text for the study of his thought since the 
fourth century and may be regarded as a convenient summary of his major teachings. 
it is, however, by no means a simple text.

On First Principles appears to have been an innovative departure so far as previous 
Christian writings are concerned. earlier Christians had written letters, gospels, 
apocalypses, homilies, hymns, acts of apostles, treatises against heresies and against 
Jews, apologies, and commentaries on scripture. While On First Principles sometimes 
attacks heresies and often engages in scriptural exegesis, it is neither an anti-heretical 
document nor is it a commentary. it attempts to set forth in a positive manner an 
understanding of what origen considers to be the most important teachings of the 
Christian faith. nevertheless, exactly how to classify it has been the subject of much 
modern scholarly debate.

adolf harnack considered origen to have created Christian dogmatic theology 
in the On First Principles, constructed primarily “in opposition to the systems of the 
greek philosophers and of the Christian gnostics.”44 This view was perpetuated by the 
influential Patrology of Johannes Quasten who, following harnack, called the On First 
Principles the first Christian systematic theology and said that “it stands in majestic 
isolation in the history of the early Church.”45 Berthold altaner’s equally well-known 
Patrology labeled the treatise “the first manual of dogmatics” but considered it to 
showcase “the erroneous doctrines” of origen.46 These discussions of On First Principles 
never questioned the four-book format in which we have the treatise today. The four 
books were considered to treat, respectively, the doctrines of god, the world, freedom, 
and revelation.47
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a new approach to On First Principles was initiated by the work of Basilius steidle 
who divided the work into three groupings each constructed around a discussion of 
the topics: Father, son, spirit, rational beings, and cosmos.48 marguerite harl took 
up steidle’s suggestions and further refined them. she suggested that the On First 
Principles began as a series of independent lectures origen had delivered and later 
brought together in a somewhat unified format.49 The threefold division of steidle, 
adopted by harl, is followed in the sources chrétiennes edition of the treatise edited 
by h. Crouzel and m. simonetti.50 on this plan the treatise is divided up as follows: 
the preface, which sets out the main topics of the apostolic preaching; a series of 
treatises (books 1.1–2.3); a second series of treatises (books 2.4–4.3); and a summary 
surveying the topics discussed in the two previous series (book 4.4).

While modern scholars differ on the precise genre to which On First Principles may 
belong and on the precise way to view the structure of its thought, there is no question 
concerning its importance for understanding either the mind of origen or the history 
of Christian thought. origen’s On First Principles is a landmark in early Christian 
literature. it must be dealt with by anyone wanting to understand the development of 
early Christian theology.

On First Principles was written in greek sometime between ce 220 and 231, before 
origen left alexandria for Caesarea.51 The text is extant today only in a latin trans-
lation produced by Rufinus in ce 397. The work was controversial from its inception. 
some of the points set forth in the treatise may have been at the base of the dispute 
between origen and the alexandrian bishop demetrius which resulted in origen’s 
move to Caesarea.

about 150 years after origen’s death many of the doctrines in On First Principles 
came under attack in the church. The first serious attack on On First Principles was 
made early in the fourth century by methodius, bishop of patara. in a treatise On 
Things Created he attacked origen’s cosmology, and in another work called On the 
Resurrection he attacked origen’s method of interpreting scripture as well as his 
doctrine of the soul. eustathius of antioch also attacked origen’s biblical exegesis in 
the first quarter of the fourth century. later in the fourth century the attack on origen 
found new vigor in the work of epiphanius, bishop of salamis on Cyprus. epiphanius 
took much of his early ammunition against origen from methodius. he went beyond 
methodius, however, in attacking origen’s teachings about the nature of the son and 
the son’s relation to the Father. in his old age epiphanius took the battle to palestine, 
a stronghold of those defending origen’s theology. There he encountered two friends, 
Rufinus, overseeing a monastery in Jerusalem, and Jerome, overseeing a monastery in 
Bethlehem. Both were admirers of origen. Jerome yielded to epiphanius’s attack but 
Rufinus did not.

in ce 397 Rufinus returned to italy, taking many greek manuscripts with him. 
at the request of a friend, he translated origen’s On First Principles into latin. in 
the preface to his translation Rufinus justifies his undertaking by citing the earlier 
translation of origen’s homilies on the song of songs into latin by Jerome, and 
Jerome’s indication that he wanted to translate more of origen’s works into latin. 
Rufinus also noted that in translating some of origen’s other works which contained 
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statements that would be offensive to the ears of fourth-century western orthodox 
Christians Jerome had emended these texts so that they would be in harmony with 
the later understanding of orthodoxy. Rufinus says that he followed Jerome in doing 
this, especially in those passages where origen discusses the Trinity. in this same 
preface Rufinus also records his belief that disreputable persons had interpolated the 
writings of origen with views that origen himself had not held. Rufinus says that he 
has removed these interpolations and replaced them with origen’s true views which 
he has gleaned from other writings of origen.

These remarks in Rufinus’s preface infuriated Jerome who, by this time, under the 
influence of epiphanius, had identified himself as an opponent of origen’s theology. 
Jerome then produced what he refers to as a literal translation of On First Principles 
into latin to show how heretical the work really was in contrast to the way that 
Rufinus had presented it. This translation was sent to a friend, was never circulated, 
and, consequently, was lost. it would have been a valuable text to compare with the 
version we possess from Rufinus. all that remains of Jerome’s translation are a few 
renderings in his letter to avitus.52

There is no extant direct manuscript tradition of On First Principles in greek. The 
fourth-century Cappadocian bishops, Basil of Caesarea and gregory of nazianzus, 
friends of origen’s theology, preserved greek excerpts of On First Principles 3.1 and 
4.1–3 in their treatise called the Philocalia. The only other reports of On First Principles 
in greek are some brief statements in the more dubious sources of attacks made on 
origen’s theology by his enemies in the sixth century ce.

The text that we have to work with of this most important work of origen must, 
consequently, be treated with some caution. earlier scholars of the twentieth century 
were very skeptical about the trustworthiness of Rufinus’s work as a translator.53 The 
attitude today is more favorable to Rufinus and to the overall reliability of the text he 
produced. perhaps the remark of henry Chadwick at the conclusion of his comparison 
of the greek fragments of origen’s Commentary on Romans with Rufinus’s translation 
of those same passages can be applied to On First Principles as well: “The voice is the 
voice of origen, even though the hands are the hands of Rufinus.”54

What did origen set out to do in his composition of On First Principles? Clues for 
an answer to that question have been searched for in the title and in the preface. 
it has been noted that On First Principles was a fairly common title of philosophical 
works in the platonic schools, where it referred to the highest ontological principles. 
These principles were matter, ideas, and god. a corresponding series for origen, it is 
suggested, may have been god, rational beings, and matter which correspond roughly 
to the subjects discussed in book 1 of On First Principles.55 some have attempted to 
understand On First Principles purely within the framework of the philosophical school 
traditions of the second and third centuries ce.56 it has been noted, on the other hand, 
that Clement of alexandria had planned, but never carried out, the composition 
of a work On First Principles. This has been used to argue that the title points to a 
theological rather than a philosophical basis for the book and to suggest that origen 
may have seen his work as the completion of Clement’s planned but unfulfilled 
theological program. on this approach to the understanding of the title, the principles 
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are the three persons of the Trinity who are discussed in the first three chapters of On 
First Principles and referred to throughout the work.57

origen’s preface to the treatise holds more promise of pointing to what he wanted 
to accomplish in the work, though there is no unambiguous answer there either. 
We may be helped in this endeavor by considering the ancient rhetorical practice 
of putting the gist of a speech or drama in the first sentence or two of the document 
so that the hearer or reader would know the subject matter in advance and thus be 
enabled to follow the speech or drama better.58 origen begins On First Principles by 
emphasizing that truth resides in Jesus Christ. This truth has the practical goal of 
calling people to goodness and blessedness. The knowledge of this truth in Christ is 
found only in his words and teachings. These words and teachings, however, are not 
limited to the words of the incarnate Christ. They are also found in moses and the 
prophets who preceded Christ because Christ, as the Word of god, was in them, and 
they are found in the teachings of the apostles in whom Christ continued to speak 
after his ascension.59 This opening paragraph lays down the following base on which 
the treatise is founded: ultimate truth, which is the source of human goodness and 
blessedness, is to be found in Christ’s teachings. These teachings are present in some 
very specific written documents: the writings of moses and the prophets, the gospels, 
and the epistles and, perhaps, acts of the apostles.

after setting forth the identification of Christ with the truth, origen then poses 
the problem that he feels he must address. many who profess to believe in this truth 
disagree with one another and with earlier Christians on major points of the Christian 
teaching: on god, Christ, the holy spirit, and created heavenly beings. only that, 
he insists, can be considered to be the truth which has been handed down from the 
apostles and continues to be proclaimed in the churches.60

While the composition of On First Principles cannot be dated precisely, it is certain 
that it was begun after origen had made the trip to Rome in the time of Zephyrinus 
to which eusebius refers.61 eusebius relates that origen made this trip because of 
his high regard for the antiquity of the Roman Church. The time of Zephyrinus, 
however, was the time of the intense disagreements in Rome over the modalistic 
monarchian issue involving Zephyrinus, Callistus, and hippolytus.62 This visit must 
have shaken any idealistic views origen had about unanimity of Christian belief. his 
own home city of alexandria with its numerous varieties of Christian faith would 
have also provided him with enough examples for his point about disagreement on 
major beliefs.

origen proposes that, in light of all the disagreements, a “fixed boundary line and 
clear rule” (certam lineam manifestamque regulam) needs to be established in relation to 
the major teachings of the faith.63 These major teachings of the faith were expressed, 
origen says, clearly so that all could understand them. origen then lists ten doctrines 
related to god, Christ Jesus, the holy spirit, the soul, the resurrection, free will, 
the existence of the devil and his angels, the beginning and end of this world, the 
scriptures, and angels.64

The fact that origen considers his list to represent the most basic teachings of the 
apostles that everyone should believe suggests something more than a private list of 
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doctrines that he has decided on himself. This list of doctrines must represent the 
rule of faith used by the alexandrian Church and, consequently, a significant part 
of the curriculum of the catechetical school in alexandria with which origen had 
been associated for some time before he wrote On First Principles. it is significantly 
more extensive than other rules of faith we know from the late second and early third 
centuries found in the works of irenaeus and Tertullian. These are devoted primarily 
to the doctrines of god and of Christ. occasionally the end, the resurrection of the 
flesh, and judgment are mentioned in these rules of faith.65 in a later list of basic 
Christian beliefs which origen includes in the last book of his Commentary on John 
written several years after he had left alexandria, besides the three statements about 
the Father, son, and holy spirit, he includes again statements about free will, and 
rewards and punishment as well.66

origen closes his preface by asserting that anyone wanting to produce a coherent 
doctrinal system must use the points he has set forth as “first principles (elementis) and 
basic points (fundamentis).” in this manner

he will discover the truth about each particular point and so will produce … 
a single body of doctrine, with the aid of such illustrations and declarations 
as he shall find in the holy scriptures and of such conclusions as he shall 
ascertain to follow logically from them when rightly understood.

(origen, On First Principles 1.pref.10)67

The insistence on the coherence of the unified body of doctrine with the teachings 
of scripture should be noted in light of what origen said at the beginning of the 
preface concerning the truth residing in the teachings of Christ which are to be found 
in what we would call the old and new Testament scriptures. The final words about 
the scriptures being rightly understood point ahead to the fourth book of On First 
Principles where origen discusses the hermeneutic by which the scriptures are to be 
“rightly understood.”68 it would appear that origen is indicating in these words that he 
intends, in the present work, to set forth this unified body of Christian doctrine based 
on the scriptures “rightly understood.”

in On First Principles 4.2.7, where he is discussing how to understand the scriptures, 
he presents what is virtually a summary of the same doctrines set forth in the preface as 
the teachings the holy spirit has expressed figuratively in the narrative of scripture. he 
notes, however, that his list here is not complete, for he says it was these “and similar 
topics” that the holy spirit wanted to teach.69 The list of topics given in the preface is 
what is covered in the contents of the treatise, though not always in the order of their 
appearance in the preface nor always completely in one section. When origen begins 
his final recapitulation section he indicates that his preceding discussions have not been 
completely systematic. he says he will now pull together what he has discussed “here 
and there” (sparsim) in the treatise.70 here again the general points discussed correspond 
with the list in the preface and with the contents of the treatise, but not perfectly.

The final sentence of the treatise echoes the closing words of the preface: “our 
belief, therefore, on the questions dealt with herein, and on all that follows logically 
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from them, must be framed in accordance with the principles (formam) explained 
above.”71 The evidence, it seems to me, suggests that by “first principles” origen 
intended the basic points he enumerates in the preface as the main points of the 
apostolic preaching. in On First Principles he has attempted to unify the Christian 
understanding of these points by interpreting and illustrating them from scripture 
read by means of the hermeneutic he sets forth in book 4.1–3, a hermeneutic which 
he also considers to have apostolic roots.

Origen and the spiritual life

Jean daniélou once observed that origen was “a man of deep spirituality,” and noted 
that because origen considered “the transition from the letter of scripture to its spirit” 
to correspond to a similar transition in the reader of scripture from carnality to spiritu-
ality, “history, theology, and spirituality are all interwoven in his work in a striking 
unity.”72 origen would not have recognized the distinctions that we make between 
biblical study, theology, and spirituality. as andrew louth has said, “understanding 
scripture is not for origen simply an academic exercise but a religious experience.”73 
For origen, biblical study and the theology that arises out of it translate directly into 
the life one lives. origen read his own life and those of his fellow Christians into the 
biblical text.

he believed, following paul, that the Christian is engaged in a cosmic struggle 
against “spiritual forces of evil.”74 These evil spiritual forces take on life in the stories 
of the old Testament which speak of israel’s departure from egypt, its struggles to 
survive in the wilderness, and its battles to capture and control the promised land. The 
enemies of israel, the kings who opposed the people of god, and the fortified cities 
that had to be overcome are all interiorized in origen’s depiction of the Christian 
struggle. The israelites’ slaughter of all the inhabitants of ai is understood as the 
Christian’s annihilation of evil thoughts and words which, if left to live, will lead 
to sin.75 Joshua’s conquest of the numerous cities in southern Canaan speaks of the 
work of the lord Jesus who casts out the hostile powers who previously ruled in our 
souls.76 The stories of the wars in the old Testament have been preserved for the sake 
of Christians because they are figures of the spiritual wars that the church must fight. 
Consequently,

we may consider, by means of those nations that fought visibly against 
physical israel, how great are the swarms of opposing powers from among the 
spiritual races that are called “spiritual wickedness in the heavens,” and that 
stir up wars against the lord’s Church, which is the true israel.

(origen, Homilies on Joshua 15.1)77

These “wars” between the Christian and the cosmic forces of evil could become more 
than mental and emotional struggles within the Christian in origen’s time. They 
could also take on physical manifestations in the efforts of the state to control or 
eliminate the Christian witness. origen’s spirituality embraced the willingness to die 
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as a martyr if that should be necessary. When his friends ambrose and protoctetus were 
threatened in the persecution of the emperor maximin, origen wrote his Exhortation 
to Martyrdom to encourage them to faithfulness. in various places throughout the 
treatise he reads his friends into the text of scripture. When they were still catechists, 
he says, they declared with the israelites, “Far be it from us that we should forsake the 
lord, to serve other gods. For the lord our god, he is god, who brought us and our 
fathers out of egypt … and preserved us in all the way that we went.”78 The actions of 
the emperor maximin become those of nebuchadnezzar who threatened to throw the 
three hebrew young men into the furnace. “even now nebuchadnezzar says the same 
thing to us, the true hebrews in exile from our homeland.”79 in the conclusion of his 
treatise origen lifts the impending martyrdom of his friends up into the story of Jesus 
himself and suggests, on the basis of John’s allusion to Jesus’ death as an exaltation, 
that the martyr’s death glorifies god.80

origen did not, however, consider the spiritual life to be one continuous struggle 
against spiritual powers of evil. victories won in these struggles do produce peace 
for the soul to advance to a love relationship with Christ. it is this relationship that 
origen expounds in his commentary and homilies on the song of songs. The song 
of songs is not, however, for those at the beginning of the spiritual life. The study of 
the song of songs is to be taken up only by the advanced.81 here the spiritual life is 
depicted as the love and longing of the church or the individual Christian, the bride, 
for Christ, the bridegroom. The person who attains this level falls “deeply in love” 
with the Word of god and “receives from the Word himself a … wound of love.”82

This level of spirituality can only be reached by those who know how rightly to 
read the scriptures. Commenting on song of songs 2:9, “look, there he stands behind 
our wall, gazing in at the windows, looking through the lattice,”83 origen says that the 
wall is the old Testament behind which Christ stood before he came to the church. 
he showed himself “through the windows of the law and the prophets.” But now he 
calls the church to come forth from the house of the old Testament and to advance 
“from the letter to the spirit,” for unless she does this “she cannot be united with her 
Bridegroom, nor share the company of Christ. he calls her, therefore, … to come out 
from carnal things to spiritual, from visible to invisible, from the law to the gospel.”84 
origen certainly does not mean by this that the church should abandon the old 
Testament and take up only the new Testament. he is referring to how the church 
must read both Testaments. all scripture must be read spiritually, not literally. This 
spirituality is anchored in the hermeneutic and theology origen laid out systemati-
cally in his On First Principles.85 as Rowan Williams has said, in origen’s spirituality 
“[i]ntellect and heart are not separable.”86
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Introduction

Introductory remarks on “gnosis” and “Gnosticism”

“gnosticism” is a modern european term that first appears in the seventeenth-century 
writings of Cambridge platonist henry more (1614–87). For more, “gnosticism” 
designates one of the earliest Christian heresies, connected to controversies addressed 
in Revelation 2:18–29 and in his own day.1 The term “gnosis,” on the other hand, 
is one of several ancient greek nouns for “knowledge,” specifically experiential or 
esoteric knowledge based on direct experience, which can be distinguished from mere 
perception, understanding, or skill. For plato and other ancient thinkers, “gnosis” 
refers to that knowledge which enables perception of the underlying structures of 
reality, Being itself, or the divine.2 such gnosis was valued highly in many early 
Christian communities,3 yet the claims of some early Christians to possess gnosis came 
under suspicion and critique in the post-pauline letter of 1 Timothy, which urges its 
readers to “avoid the profane chatter and contradictions of falsely so-called gnosis.”4 
With this began the polemical contrast between “false gnosis” and “true faith.”

it is this polemical sense of “false gnosis” that Bishop irenaeus of lyons took up in 
the title of his major anti-heretical work: Refutation and Overthrow of Falsely So-Called 
Gnosis, or Against Heresies, written c. ce 180.5 irenaeus used 1 Timothy’s phrase not 
only to designate his opponents’ gnosis as false, but, even more important, to construct 
a broad category of classification, a “Tree of gnosis,” which could be traced back to the 
“arch-heretic” simon magus.6 in this sense, “gnosis” refers to a wide variety of “false” 
thinkers and groups with a common parentage: the simonians, as well as “a multitude 
of gnostics,” called “Barbelo-gnostics, ophites, and Cainites,” irenaeus regards as 
“the source and root,” “the mothers, fathers, and ancestors” of his chief opponents, 
the valentinians.7 With this adaptation of “falsely so-called gnosis” into the “Tree of 
gnosis,” irenaeus established the groundwork for both the pejorative and collective 
uses of “gnosis” and its modern derivative, “gnosticism.”

For those who employ the category today, “gnosticism” is most often defined as a 
religious movement that flourished from the second to fourth centuries ce in Jewish, 



gnosis and nag hammadi

205

Christian, and pagan forms, and shared three essential features:8 (1) a religious system 
of thought emphasizing the salvific power of gnosis, a secret knowledge about the 
divine, the cosmos, and/or the true self, conveyed by revelation, contemplation, and/
or ritual experience; (2) a radical dualism contrasting the superior realm of the divine 
to the lower realm of the cosmos and its creator; and (3) extensive and elaborate 
patterns of myth-making, or mythopoeia.

serious challenges to such definitions of “gnosticism” have been raised in recent 
years, most pointedly by michael a. Williams and Karen l. King,9 who point out 
that the diverse range of evidence does not fit into such definitions. While some 
individuals and groups undoubtedly claimed to possess “gnosis” and thus called 
themselves “knowers” or “Gnostikoi,”10 the category of “gnosticism” is an artificial 
construct, based on the anti-heretical writers’ efforts to unify their opponents under 
a single pejorative category (“falsely so-called gnosis”), that carries with it a set of 
misleading implications. These include the tendency to: generalize from a single 
element or sample to all representatives of the category; emphasize the negative, 
unattractive, immoral, or false characteristics the heresiologists sought to expose and 
refute; unify many varieties of thought into one mythological system; and think of 
“gnosticism” almost exclusively as a “Christian heresy.”11

as a result of these observations, several alternatives to traditional conceptions 
of “gnosticism” have emerged in recent scholarship. These include: abandonment 
of the term altogether as a hopelessly outdated and distorting category;12 redefinition 
of “gnosticism” in a more narrow sense to designate a specific group whose members 
used the self-designation “Gnostikoi” (“knowers”) and/or “gnostike hairesis” (“gnostic 
sect”);13 acceptance of “gnosticism,” “gnostic,” and/or “gnosis” as heuristic categories 
designed to highlight shared patterns of thought across religious texts and traditions. 
i have chosen to avoid “gnosticism,” but to employ “gnosis” and “gnostic” in this 
third sense, as heuristic devices to designate not a single religious movement, but a 
broad range of religious systems with a shared emphasis on the saving significance 
of esoteric religious knowledge or “gnosis.” in my view, it is crucial to recognize 
the variety of such “gnosis-centered” traditions, but equally important to consider 
individual examples as distinct manifestations of a larger pattern of “gnosis-centered” 
religious thought. To recognize such a larger pattern of thought is not equivalent 
to constructing a single religious movement called “gnosticism.” it is important to 
acknowledge that such gnosis-centered patterns of thought did not exist in a vacuum 
or ethereal world of ideas, but in distinct social worlds, among human individuals and 
communities, both within early Christianity and in the larger cultural worlds of late 
antiquity.

The sources: anti-heretical writings and the texts of Nag Hammadi

Before the discovery of the nag hammadi library in 1945, the available evidence for 
the religious thought of ancient “gnosis” derived almost exclusively from reports and 
excerpts found in the writings of the heresiologists, especially irenaeus, hippolytus, 
Clement, Tertullian, and epiphanius. in the course of describing their opponents’ 
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beliefs and practices, these writers often provide valuable information, such as the 
names of individual teachers, schools, and sects; detailed accounts of their teachings; 
and occasional reports of social organization and ritual practice. yet as valuable as 
these contemporary reports are, they must be seen within the context of the heresi-
ologists’ polemical goals which were neither to document nor illuminate the religious 
systems of their opponents but rather to undermine them by exposing their diversity 
and “error.”

With the discovery of the nag hammadi library in 1945, a large and rich new 
body of primary-source material became available for investigation, but these sources, 
written by and for insiders, have proved challenging to understand,14 and the evidence 
of the anti-heretical writers has remained a valuable resource, even as it has continued 
to complicate the problem of defining “gnosis” and “gnosticism.”15 Critical analysis 
of the nag hammadi texts, and the relation of their religious perspectives to those 
who produced and read them, remains one of the most challenging and important 
tasks in the study of early Christianity and other ancient religious traditions. While 
the identity of those who produced the nag hammadi texts remains uncertain, there 
has emerged a general recognition that at least four major types of gnosis-centered 
thought can be distinguished. This essay treats the first three of these “types,” defined 
as follows:16

1 Thomasine Christianity, represented chiefly by the Gospel of Thomas and the 
Book of Thomas the Contender.17 While generally excluded from the category of 
“gnosticism,”18 the Gospel of Thomas is included here because it exhibits a religious 
perspective in which “gnosis” figures prominently.

2 The “Sethian,” Barbelo-Gnostic, or classic “Gnostic” system, represented by the 
Apocryphon of John, the Hypostasis of the Archons, and several other nag hammadi 
texts, as well as irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.29; epiphanius, Refutation of All Heresies 
26, 39, and 40; and related heresiological reports.19

3 The Valentinian tradition, known from the reports of Justin, irenaeus, and later 
heresiologists as one of the leading Christian varieties of “gnosis”; the evidence for 
the valentinian tradition includes the fragments of valentinus himself, ptolemy’s 
Letter to Flora, and Excerpts of Theodotus, as well as several nag hammadi texts, 
including the Gospel of Truth, the Gospel of Philip, and the Tripartite Tractate.20

i approach these as distinct types of Christian gnosis that exhibit shared patterns of 
thought across a varied body of material. in what follows, i offer a brief description of 
each type, and focus on the conceptions of the divine and of the processes of creation 
and redemption in one representative example of each group.21

1 Thomasine Christianity: the Gospel of Thomas

The Gospel of Thomas is perhaps the most widely known text of the nag hammadi 
library. This is in no small part because it is a sayings gospel that has proved extremely 
valuable to the study of Jesus’ sayings in the new Testament gospels.22 it presents the 
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teachings of Jesus in ways that are both similar to and yet surprisingly different from 
the canonical gospels. many sayings in the Gospel of Thomas are extremely close to 
apocalyptic and wisdom traditions of the Q tradition.23 others reflect esoteric Jewish 
and early Christian traditions of genesis interpretation, while several exhibit a more 
mystical theology and realized eschatology than those found in other known Jesus 
traditions.24

valuable as the Gospel of Thomas has been for comparative gospel studies, it has also 
proved to be an extremely valuable text in its own right, especially for the evidence it 
provides of a distinctively Thomasine variety of Christianity, which is widely regarded 
as having its origins in the region of syria and north-west mesopotamia, and as having 
a distinctively ascetic character.25 The gospel’s overarching theological perspective is 
centered around the promise of salvation through a process of seeking, finding, and 
understanding the message of Jesus. unlike the canonical gospels, which blend Jesus’ 
sayings into a narrative account, the Gospel of Thomas is a collection of sayings with 
no narrative or historical frame. For it, the significance of Jesus resides not in the 
events of his life, death, or resurrection, but rather in the meaning of his sayings.

The Gospel of Thomas opens with a saying that acknowledges the obscurity of the 
sayings and places salvific importance on finding their hermeneia or meaning:

These are the hidden sayings that the living Jesus spoke and didymus Judas 
Thomas wrote down. and he said, “Whoever finds the meaning (hermeneia) 
of these sayings will not taste death.”

(Gospel of Thomas, prologue and logion 1)26

Finding the hermeneia of Jesus’ utterances, overcoming the state of “death,” seeing the 
light,27 returning to the beginning, entering the Kingdom, and reigning are among 
the many images that the gospel employs to describe salvation: “let one who seeks 
not stop seeking until one finds; and upon finding, one will be disturbed; and being 
disturbed, one will be astounded, and will reign over all.”28 While seeking and finding 
may refer to the hermeneia or meaning of Jesus’ sayings, the ambiguous wording of this 
and other sayings in the Gospel of Thomas allows the reader to consider other hidden 
treasures that can be discovered through the interpretation of Jesus’ teachings. These 
include the Kingdom of god, the identity of “the living Jesus,” the nature of the true 
self, and the divine itself.29 Finding, seeing, or knowing these is closely connected to 
the gospel’s images of salvation and becoming like the living Jesus. indeed, logion 
108 proclaims that “he who will drink from my mouth will become like me.”30

in various passages, the Gospel of Thomas expresses its religious perspectives in 
binary oppositions or dualisms. These include life and death,31 spirit and Flesh,32 
light and darkness,33 and Kingdom and Cosmos. several sayings suggest that such 
opposed pairs represent two hierarchically ordered realms or states of existence 
and two ways of being human. it has been suggested that the thought patterns of 
the gospel, including its dualisms, may reflect traditions of genesis interpretation 
that developed a distinctive adamic typology in relation to baptismal practice and 
visionary mysticism.34 This typology may have been based upon a mythic narrative 
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of creation and redemption that involves three stages:35 (1) a state of perfection in 
which the spirit/primordial adam existed as light in perfect unity with the divine; 
(2) a moment of corruption or loss, in which the light adam is cast into darkness/the 
body/the cosmos; and (3) a salvific restoration or return to the beginning, in which the 
“light” of genesis 1:3 or the primordial human being of genesis 1:26–27 is recovered 
within the self and the individual is redemptively transformed.

Within this mythic framework, the Gospel of Thomas may be said to reflect the 
notion that ritual initiation or visionary ascent effects a restoration of the primordial 
human being, the “adam of great power and wealth,” “the one who came into 
being before coming into being.”36 Recovering this primordial “adam before adam” 
is compared to standing at the beginning and knowing the end.37 paradoxically, 
the newly redeemed human being shares an identity with the original adam, the 
primordial self which existed from before the creation of the world, an uncreated, 
divine self hidden within or behind the visible self.38 Restoring or being transformed 
into this pre-created self may also figure into the interpretation of logion 22, which 
compares nursing infants to those who enter the Kingdom. in response to his disciples’ 
question whether they too must become “little ones,” Jesus replies that they will enter 
the Kingdom when a series of transformations and substitutions have taken place:

Jesus said to them, “When you make the two one and when you make the 
inside like the outside and the outside like the inside, and the above like the 
below, and when you make the male (hooyt) and the female (shime) into a 
single one, so that the male will not be male nor the female be female, when 
you make eyes in place of an eye, and a hand in place of a hand, and a foot 
in place of a foot, an image in place of an image, then you will enter the 
Kingdom.”

(Gospel of Thomas, logion 22)39

With each of these images, something new comes into being, replacing what was: 
duality becomes unity, as two become one; opposing spatial categories undergo a 
reciprocal or two-way exchange (“inside–outside,” “above–below”); the two genders 
become a single one;40 new body parts (eyes, hand, foot) replace old; and a new image 
is made in place of another image. The old, created self gives way to a new self, a new 
identity or way of being human, for female and male alike.41

To return to the state of the pure light that was “in the beginning” is to revert 
to a state superior even to that of humankind created in the image of god, male 
and female (gen. 1:26–27). Those who enter the Kingdom have come to be like 
“the living Jesus,” having attained the “gnosis” of seeing and understanding the 
hidden treasures of the light, the Kingdom, the true self, the living Jesus, and his 
words. although these treasures, like the Kingdom, are hidden and invisible,42 the 
Jesus of the Gospel of Thomas announces their availability to those who seek them, 
as he promises that those who seek will find and be transformed. as they come to 
know the meaning of his sayings, they will become like him, a living one, a being 
of light and spirit, and will thus be restored to the state of union with the Kingdom 
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and their original selfhood as children of the divine. in presenting its collection of 
Jesus’ teachings, the Gospel of Thomas offers its reader a way to salvation through 
gnosis, knowing, and understanding the message and identity of Jesus, the divine, and 
the true self, as it provides contemporary readers an invaluable piece of evidence for 
Thomasine Christian thought.

2 The Sethian, Barbelo-Gnostic, or “classic Gnostic” system: the 
Hypostasis of the Archons

The genesis accounts of creation also provide a rich source for the religious specu-
lation of the “sethian,” Barbelo-gnostic, or “classic gnostic” tradition. This variety of 
gnosis was first defined by hans-martin schenke and closely parallels Bentley layton’s 
category of “classic gnosticism.”43 The starting point for schenke’s construction of the 
“sethian system” and “sethian corpus of texts” is the brief description of sethians in 
epiphanius,44 together with the parallels in pseudo-Tertullian45 and philastrius,46 as 
well as irenaeus’s report about the teachings of the “Barbelo gnostics.”47 in schenke’s 
view, the nag hammadi texts which represent a “sethian corpus” and provide the 
basis for any inquiry into what is sethian include: Apocryphon of John, Hypostasis of 
the Archons (or The Reality of the Rulers), Gospel of the Egyptians, Apocalypse of Adam, 
Three Steles of Seth, Zostrianos, Melchizedek, Thought of Norea, Trimorphic Protennoia.48

all of these texts, schenke argued, are closely related to one another, and “all of 
them represent or presuppose one and the same gnostic system,” with variations.49 
The Apocryphon of John, which exists in four Coptic translations (three in the nag 
hammadi library, and one in the Berlin Codex), is generally recognized as the most 
important representative text of sethian gnosis.50 i have chosen to focus here on the 
similar, but less complex Hypostasis of the Archons (or The Reality of the Rulers), as a 
sethian text that illustrates the religious, philosophical, and literary characteristics of 
sethian gnosis.

among the features of the “sethian system” identified by schenke and shared, to 
varying degrees, by the texts of the sethian corpus are the following ideas:

1 the belief that “sethians” are the spiritual posterity or seed of seth;
2 the conception of the heavenly/earthly seth and/or adam as savior figures;
3 the notion of Four aeons and light-givers, named harmozel, oroiael, daveithe, 

and eleleth, as heavenly places of rest for adam, seth, and the seed of seth;
4 a divine Triad of Father, his consort Barbelo, and their son autogenes (the 

self-generated), also known as the anointed;
5 the depiction of the realm of ialdabaoth, the Creator, and his offspring, the 

archons or Rulers, as outside of and below that of the divine; and
6 speculation about distinct historical epochs, in which ialdabaoth and his archons 

try unsuccessfully to annihilate the seed of seth.51

While further study of individual “sethian” texts has led to some revision of schenke’s 
reconstruction of the “sethian system,”52 there has been general support for the 
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hypothesis that there exists a sethian corpus of texts and that its shared religious 
themes were spun from a rich, intertextual blend of sources drawn from middle 
platonism, genesis interpretation, and certain strands of early Christian thought. 
perhaps even more important, the literature of sethian gnosis displays a clear 
preference for mythic narrative as a mode of theological discourse.

in its present form, Hypostasis of the Archons is a composite of two genres: a narrative 
of creation and a revelation or apocalypse, delivered from the angelic illuminator 
eleleth to norea, spiritual daughter of adam and eve. These are introduced by a brief 
letter in which the narrator informs an unnamed recipient that his purpose in writing 
is to provide an account of “the hypostasis (reality or nature) of the authorities” about 
whom the “great apostle” paul wrote.53 The narrative portions of Hypostasis of the 
Archons offer a retelling of the early chapters of genesis as a story of confrontation 
between two modes of power: the archons or Rulers of this world, led by the chief 
archon ialdabaoth, and multiple divine personae, including the Father, the spirit, 
and the illuminator eleleth. human beings enter the narrative as composite creatures, 
made of matter, soul, and spirit, caught between these two opposed forces. The 
revelation from eleleth to norea promises salvation when the “True human Being” 
comes and frees the spiritual children of norea from the bondage of the Rulers.

The narrative begins abruptly with a brief episode that characterizes the chief Ruler 
ialdabaoth as blind and arrogant, as he claims: “it is i who am god; there is none 
[apart from me].”54 The Ruler’s claim to be the only god elicits a voice of rebuke 
from incorruptibility that exposes his error and sets in motion a process that leads 
to the creation of the first human beings. The origin of ialdabaoth and his archons 
is narrated later in the text, within eleleth’s revelation to norea. according to this 
account, ialdabaoth came into being when sophia, a personified female element of 
the divine, “wished to create something, alone without her consort.” her solo effort 
brought forth ialdabaoth, “an arrogant androgynous beast resembling a lion,”55 grossly 
deficient because he lacks the generative principle of form which comes only from 
the male parent.56 he becomes the “Chief Ruler” and Creator of the cosmos,57 and 
makes himself a vast realm after the pattern of the divine realms, complete with seven 
offspring of his own, who are “androgynous just like their father.”58 in their presence, 
ialdabaoth claims to be “the god of the entirety.” This false claim brings a rebuke from 
Zoe, the spiritual daughter of sophia. Zoe breathes into his face and casts him down 
“into Tartaros, below the abyss.”59 sabaoth, one of ialdabaoth’s offspring, seeing the 
power of that angel, repents and is raised by sophia and Zoe to the seventh heaven, 
where he reigns as sabaoth, god of the Forces.60 ialdabaoth’s envy at seeing his 
offspring’s splendor engenders envy, death, and further offspring, until “all the heavens 
of chaos became full of their multitudes.” even this, the narrator insists, took place “by 
the will of the Father” so that “the sum of chaos might be attained.”61

Contrary to popular notions that “gnostic” theology identifies the god of the 
biblical tradition with the deficient Creator of the world, Hypostasis of the Archons and 
other sethian texts in fact identify different aspects of the biblical god with several 
distinct characters  – some divine, some archontic. The creators of sethian myth 
divided the attributes of the biblical god among several distinct personae: (1) the 
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divine Father of the entirety; (2) members of the divine entirety – sophia, Zoe, the 
holy spirit, and other personae that constitute the spiritual realm of incorruptibility; 
(3) ialdabaoth, the Chief Ruler of the cosmos; (4) his righteous son sabaoth, who 
rules from the seventh heaven; and (5) the remaining archons.

according to Hypostasis of the Archons, the attributes of humankind are assigned to 
three distinct categories of being: matter, soul, and spirit. The Rulers seek to create the 
first human being as a “male counterpart” to the beautiful voice from incorruptibility 
that appears in the waters below. The Rulers, however, fail to understand their utter 
inability to grasp the divine – for they are made only of matter and soul (psychikos), 
while the voice is of spirit (pneumatike).62 Formed from soil, adam becomes psychikos, 
from the soul (psyche) breathed in by the Rulers. But it is only when the spirit comes 
“to dwell within him” that the first human creature became “a living soul.”63 it is this 
spirit, not the soul, that gives life. adam is thus created as a composite of matter and 
soul from the archons and spirit from the divine realm.

The Rulers extract the life-giving spirit from adam when they open “his side like 
a living woman,” and adam comes to be entirely of soul.64 The spiritual Woman 
appears before adam as “the mother of the living (gen. 3:20), the physician, the 
woman, and she who has given birth.”65 adam’s praise of the spiritual Woman is 
interrupted as the Rulers, aroused once again by the female spirit, conspire to sow 
their seed in her.66 The spirit evades the Rulers’ attempts to grasp her by turning 
herself into a Tree, but leaves behind the carnal eve, who is raped by the Rulers. 
When the spirit later enters the serpent, “the instructor,” and encourages adam and 
eve to eat from the Tree of Knowledge, they come to recognize that they are naked of 
the spiritual element.67 The Ruler curses them, expels them from the garden, and casts 
humankind into great distraction and pain.68

The bodily eve, deprived of spirit, gives birth to Cain and abel,69 and later to 
seth and norea. The births of seth and norea mark a decisive improvement in the 
situation of humankind. Two epithets associated with norea – “an assistance for many 
generations” and “the virgin whom the Forces did not defile”70 – link her immediately 
to the spiritual realm and point to her ability to resist the Rulers’ efforts to “lead 
her astray” and “render service” to them.71 norea cries out in a powerful voice and 
summons assistance from above.72 eleleth, “the great angel who stands in the presence 
of the holy spirit,” comes to her and provides an account of the origin of the Rulers,73 
her own origin in the realm above, and the future of her “offspring.” eleleth assures 
norea that she and her children belong to the Father and the imperishable light. in 
three generations, eleleth promises, “the True human Being” will come “in a modeled 
form” to teach norea’s offspring and anoint them in the chrism of eternal life. They 
will be freed from error and gain gnosis of “the Truth, their root, the Father of the 
entirety, and the holy spirit.”74

For ancient Christian readers of Hypostasis of the Archons, of course, the True 
human Being had already come in the “modeled form” of Jesus, and the eschatological 
promises of eleleth had already begun to be fulfilled. They had been anointed from 
the chrism of eternal life and gained gnosis of the divine realm, the reality or nature 
of the Rulers, and their own identity. as the spiritual children of norea, they already 
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exist “immortal in the midst of dying humankind,” and the Rulers “cannot approach 
them because of the spirit of truth within them.”75

Rather than approaching this narrative as “platonism gone wild,” or absurd fantasy, 
scholars of the sethian tradition have suggested that Hypostasis of the Archons and 
other sethian texts were not to be interpreted literally, but as mythic narratives, 
imaginative retellings of genesis, new Testament traditions, and platonic thought, 
encouraging their readers to struggle against the false “hypostasis” of the Rulers and 
align themselves with the true “hypostasis” of the divine realm.76 While such readings 
would lead readers to construct sharp boundaries between the polarized and hierar-
chically ordered categories of spirit–Flesh, living–dying, Knowing–ignorant, and 
Redeemed–unredeemed,77 they would not necessarily lead to outright rejection of 
those assigned to the latter categories.78 indeed, the text suggests, those who enter 
into the text’s theological perspectives and thereby gain gnosis of “the Truth” may well 
have been regarded as capable of moving higher and joining the redeemed, spiritual 
children of norea, in the midst of “dying humankind.” in this way, Hypostasis of the 
Archons creates a dualistic system that remains open to the possibility of movement 
or conversion for those “others,” previously assigned to the category of “dying 
humankind.”

3 The Valentinian tradition: Irenaeus’s account and the Gospel of Philip

The valentinian tradition is the best known of all the varieties of Christian gnosis, 
and appears to have been the most successful in attracting followers throughout the 
Roman empire. according to ancient reports, valentinus was active in Rome from 
around ce 140 to 160. his school developed into “Western” and “eastern” branches, 
and communities of valentinians still existed in the eastern part of the empire in 
the fourth century, despite active opposition from irenaeus and later anti-heretical 
writers.79 Those whom we call “valentinians” never used the term as a self-desig-
nation. Rather, the sources show that they were more likely to have called themselves 
“Christians,” “the church (ekklesia),”80 or “the spiritual seed,”81 reflecting their self-
understanding as both spiritual offspring of the divine and spiritual members of the 
Christian community.

The surviving fragments of valentinus’s writings, preserved mostly in the writings of 
Clement and epiphanius, bear witness to a Christian thinker and writer of significant 
literary ability, who blended platonic, biblical, and gnosis-centered themes to create a 
body of hymns, homilies, and letters with a distinctive mythopoetic rhetorical style.82 
his conceptual and literary legacy lived on in the work of his followers, in the anti-
heretical writers’ reports on valentinian teaching, and in such texts as the Excerpts of 
Theodotus, Letter of Ptolemy to Flora, Tripartite Tractate, and Gospel of Philip.83

For the valentinians, the redemptive work accomplished by Jesus Christ is under-
stood within the framework of a sophia myth similar to that of Hypostasis of the 
Archons and the sethian tradition.84 The processes of creation and redemption are 
set in motion by sophia and culminate in a redemptive cure that overcomes the 
deficiency of the cosmos and reconnects dispersed spiritual elements in the cosmos to 
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their divine source. This reconnection, accomplished in the activity of Jesus Christ, 
in language, and in ritual action, effects a redemptive movement from deficiency to 
fullness, incompleteness to completion, ignorance to gnosis of the self and the divine. 
most characteristic of valentinian thought is the notion that these redemptive 
movements occur in parallel moments within the divine, within episodes of the 
mythic narrative, and in the ritual processes by which members of the valentinian 
community understood themselves to participate in the work of salvation.

scholars distinguish between eastern and western branches of valentinian thought, 
with crucial theological differences in conceptions of the divine, sophia, and Christ. 
according to the eastern branch (represented in part by Tripartite Tractate, Gospel of 
Truth, Gospel of Philip, and Excerpts of Theodotus 1–42), the divine realm consists of an 
unlimited number of aeons existing in a hidden and seminal state within the Father 
which gradually become manifest as independent or discrete beings within the divine. 
according to this branch, sophia desires to know the unknowable Father and is 
separated from the pleroma. outside the divine realm she gives birth to a son, usually 
called Christ. he retreats to the pleroma, while sophia remains outside.

By contrast, the western branch (represented in part by the reports of irenaeus 
and hippolytus, and Excerpts of Theodotus 43–65) describes the pleroma as a system 
of thirty aeons, arranged in male–female pairs or syzygies, with sophia appearing as 
the last and youngest of the aeons. The western branch further distinguishes between 
an upper sophia and a lower sophia, achamoth, who remains outside the divine 
pleroma. in Christology, the eastern branch views the savior as having a spiritual 
body and being incarnated in a material body. The western branch holds that the 
savior neither suffered nor assumed a material body, but rather put on a “psychical 
Christ,” and it was this part alone that was crucified and suffered.

For the purposes of illustrating valentinian thought in this section, i have chosen 
to highlight irenaeus’s account of valentinian myth in Against Heresies 1 and excerpts 
from the Gospel of Philip from nag hammadi.

Irenaeus on the teachings of the Valentinians, Against Heresies 1.1–8
irenaeus’s account of the teachings of the valentinians in Against Heresies 1.1–8 
provides a particularly detailed summary of valentinian myth.85 in this account, the 
divine is represented as a fullness or pleroma of male (m.) and female (f.) spiritual 
beings, organized in male–female pairs or syzygies. These aeons come forth through 
a process of emanation, beginning with the invisible, pre-existent Father or source 
(Bythos, m.), coexisting with Thought or silence (Sige, f.). From them come forth 
intellect (Nous, m.) and Truth (Aletheia, f.); Word (Logos, m.) and life (Zoe, f.); 
human Being (Anthropos, m.) and Church (Ekklesia, f.). From these eight come forth 
twenty-two more aeons, concluding with Wisdom or Sophia (f.), the last and youngest 
of the thirty aeons of the divine pleroma.86

as in sethian myth, it is sophia who sets in motion the processes of world creation 
and redemption. Though narratives of sophia’s actions vary among the sources,87 
in the major strand of irenaeus’s account,88 sophia suffers passion apart from the 
embrace of her male consort, desired (Theletos, m.), as she seeks to know the first male 
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principle, “Bythos,” who can be known only by the second male principle, “Nous.” in 
her misguided and passionate search, sophia is restrained by a power called Boundary 
or limit (Horos), which preserves the ineffability of the Father by holding back 
sophia and restoring her to herself.89 The Boundary separates the “formless, weak, 
and female fruit” of sophia (her thinking and passions), and establishes them outside 
the divine realm.90 sophia’s thinking, called “achamoth,” is given “a fragrance of 
incorruptibility” by the anointed (Christ) and the holy spirit, but as she searches 
for “the light that had left her” (the anointed), she again experiences passions: grief, 
fear, uncertainty, lack of gnosis, and “turning back (or conversion) toward the one 
who had made her alive.”91 The distraught achamoth, or lower sophia, is visited by 
yet another male figure, “the savior,” who cures her of her passions by turning them 
from “incorporeal passions” into “incorporeal matter.”92 The lower sophia becomes 
“pregnant with the contemplation of the lights,” or angels, that accompanied the 
savior, and produces “spiritual offspring” after their image.93

according to irenaeus, then, valentinian cosmology is based upon this myth of 
creation and sophia’s pivotal role within it. on one hand, sophia was both the source, 
the mother, of the divine, spiritual (pneumatikos) essence as well as a mediator who 
links the divine and cosmic and who is active in the perfection and redemption of this 
spiritual essence. on the other hand, it was sophia’s inappropriate emotions or “passions” 
which created the need within the cosmos for redemption in the first place. she was not 
only the source of the spiritual essence but also of the non-divine – material (hylikos) 
and animate (psychikos) – essences. moreover, it was sophia who was responsible for the 
dispersing (and therefore entrapping) of the spiritual elements within the non-divine 
elements of the cosmos.94 in the final act of the eschatological drama, irenaeus reports:

When all the seed has grown to maturity, achamoth their mother will – they 
say – leave the place of the midpoint, enter the Fullness, and receive as her 
bridegroom the savior, who derives from all (the aeons), so that a pair is 
produced consisting of the savior and sophia who is achamoth: they are 
the bridegroom and bride, and the entire fullness is the bridal chamber. and 
the spirituals are supposed to put off their souls; become intellectual spirits; 
unrestrainably and invisibly enter the fullness; and become brides of the 
angels that are with the savior.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.7.1)95

The valentinian myth of sophia thus conceptualizes redemption as coming about 
through the union of male and female as bridegroom and bride in the “bridal 
chamber.” at the same time, it depicts the calamitous consequences of inappropriate 
emotion and the desire to step beyond one’s boundaries, as well as the salvific benefits 
of restoring the rebellious, emotion-driven female to her proper place. in the end, the 
independent and rebellious sophia-achamoth is redeemed and restored precisely by 
returning to her proper place as the subordinate female bride of Christ.96

it is not surprising, as Clement of alexandria reports, that the valentinians 
approved of marriage as a reflection of the union of male and female emanations in 
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the divine realm.97 But perhaps even more important, as ismo dunderberg has argued, 
the valentinian myth of sophia provided a way of salvific knowledge and a therapy 
of emotions:

What valentinians had to offer in the intellectual marketplace of their time 
was a distinctly Christian theory of how desire can be cured. For them, Christ 
was the healer who “came to restore the emotions of the soul.” or, seen 
from another perspective, valentinians contextualized their faith in Christ 
by expressing it in terms that made it seem more understandable, and more 
readily acceptable, to those having received a philosophical education.98

The myth of sophia was offered, then, not only to account for the origin of the cosmos 
and its elements, but to serve as a christocentric therapy of the emotions, a way to 
rid oneself of inappropriate or “noxious emotions” through repentance, prayer, and 
the saving work of Christ the healer.99 The myth of sophia was equally crucial to the 
valentinian theory and practice of ritual. The marcosian deathbed ritual of redemption 
(apolytrosis), described by irenaeus,100 and paralleled by material in The First Apocalypse 
of James (nhC 5.3), shows that some valentinians regarded knowledge (gnosis) and 
ritual performance of the sophia myth as “necessary for their salvation.”101 even more 
instructive for understanding the valentinian theory and practice of ritual, however, is 
the rich collection of excerpts in the Gospel of Philip from nag hammadi.

Union as an image of salvation: excerpts from the Gospel of Philip
The Gospel of Philip from nag hammadi (nhC 2.3) provides further evidence 
of valentinian uses of sexual imagery, symbolic language, and ritual. There is no 
narrative myth in the Gospel of Philip. as a collection of various excerpts from different 
works, the gospel represents no single strand of valentinian thought, but it can be 
seen to have theoretical and theological coherence as valentinian, once its complex 
metaphors and symbols are related to valentinian conceptions of language, ritual, and 
the redemptive work of Christ.

The following series of quotations from the Gospel of Philip illustrates some essential 
features of this valentinian theory of redemption through a process of reunification in 
language, ritual, and the work of Christ.

Truth did not come to the world nakedly: rather, it came in prototypes and 
images: the world will not accept it in any other form. Rebirth exists along 
with an image of rebirth: by means of this image one must be truly reborn. 
Which image? Resurrection. and image must arise by means of image. By 
means of this image, the bridal chamber and the image must embark upon the 
realm of truth, that is, embark upon the return.

(Gospel of Philip 67.9–27)

The lord did all things by means of a mystery: baptism, chrism, eucharist, 
ransom, and bridal chamber … [ … ] said, “i have come to make [the lower] 
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like the [upper and the] outer like the [inner, and to join] them in [ … ] by 
means of prototypes [ … ] … now what is innermost of all is the fullness. 
Beyond that, there is nothing further within. This is what is called the 
uppermost.

(Gospel of Philip 67.27–29)

Before the anointed Christ, certain beings came from a realm that they could 
not re-enter, and went to a realm that they could not yet leave. Then the 
anointed (Christ) came: he brought out those who had entered and brought 
in those who had left.

(Gospel of Philip 68.17–21)

in the days when eve was [in] adam, death did not exist. When she was 
separated from him, death came into existence. if he [re-enters] and takes it 
unto himself, death will not exist.

(Gospel of Philip 68.22–26)

We are reborn by the holy spirit. and we are born by the anointed (Christ) 
through two things. We are anointed by the spirit. When we were born we 
were joined. no one can see himself in the water or in a mirror without light. 
nor again can you see by the light without water or a mirror. For this reason 
it is necessary to baptize with two things – light and water. and light means 
chrism.

(Gospel of Philip 69.4–14)

While the topics treated in these passages may seem disconnected, one can in 
fact perceive a theory of redemption through the unification of cosmic realities or 
symbols (images, words, male and female, water, mirror, light) with their prototypes 
in the divine realm or aeon (Truth), of the individual initiate with his/her divine 
counterpart, and of the male with female.

e. Thomassen’s discussion of the “dialectics of mutual participation” in the Gospel 
of Philip allows one to understand the ritual system of the valentinians as one in 
which the initiate participated mutually with the savior in several salvific moments 
at once: he or she was reborn and participated in the savior’s experiences of incar-
nation and baptism, scorn, death, resurrection, and reception of “the name that is 
above every name.” in the gospel’s reflections on the sacraments, such as baptism 
and chrism, several seemingly distinct moments are brought together in polysemic 
symbols and actions: the savior’s incarnation, baptism, crucifixion, and resurrection 
may be collapsed into one single act,102 or the incarnation may be fused with refer-
ences to the crucifixion, the garden narrative of genesis 2–3, and the sacramental 
ointment or chrism of ritual practice. Thomassen interprets this to mean that within 
the thought world of the gospel, these referents are less significant as moments in a 
sequential narrative, and more significant in their common and mutually illuminated 
symbolism. as Thomassen points out, the logic of the text’s symbolic parallelism 
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between the redemptive acts performed by the savior and the ritual acts of baptism, 
anointing, eucharist, redemption, and bridal chamber, carries with it the following 
implications: the acts of the savior are in reality one single act, so each of the 
ritual acts will potentially reflect all of the components of the savior’s acts. Thus, 
valentinian theory and practice come together with salvific effect as the community 
recalls or recites the crucial moments of the myth, from the union of the Father with 
sophia which produces the savior’s spiritual body, through his descent in that body, 
his incarnation and birth, his baptism and anointing, the crucifixion, the separation 
from the cross, the resurrection, and the final unification in the bridal chamber. This 
series of successive events is seen as a single, indissoluble event from the perspective 
of its redemptive significance, and the valentinian can participate in the redemptive 
event/s through the rituals of the valentinian community. This method of identifying 
events of the savior’s work and the various components of the ritual system creates a 
nearly inexhaustible source of symbolic multivalence.103

This conception and experience of mutual participation illuminates crucial aspects 
of the religious dimensions of the Gospel of Philip, especially the blurring or dissolution 
of distinct moments of linear historical narrative in the transcendence of temporality. 
as the initiate re-enacts the mythic moments of Christ’s incarnation and redemptive 
work in her own baptism, she participates in a ritual moment that transcends and 
dissolves the ordinary boundaries of time and space. he or she is in the Jordan with 
Jesus, on the cross, in the resurrection, entering the pleroma and receiving the 
name – all at once, in the initiatory experience of her own individual baptism and in 
the continuing communal rites of the valentinian community. This is a key feature of 
valentinian thought, as it reveals the way language, symbols, and rituals work as “types 
and images” of the spiritual realm in the Gospel of Philip.104

We might illuminate this theory further not only by considering its relevance in 
the context of baptism, but by relating it to the performance of the initiate and the 
distinctive features of valentinian writing, reading, and ritual performance. indeed, 
this illustrates two crucially important points about valentinian teaching: one, that 
any ritual event, word, or passage from scripture can bear multiple meanings and 
make reference to multiple moments or spiritual realities at once; and two, that the 
temporal distinction between paradigmatic moments in the savior’s narrative  – 
from creation through incarnation, baptism, crucifixion, and resurrection 
– and those moments in the initiate’s experience is dissolved in the experience  
of the ritual.

While references to baptism, chrism, and eucharist are relatively clear, the imagery of 
“the bridal chamber,” so central to the theological perspectives of the Gospel of Philip, is 
less clear.105 The bridal chamber has neither a single referent (such as marriage, sexual 
union, the bedroom) nor a specific ritual, but rather resonates simultaneously with 
multiple notions of union, most often involving the reunification of previously separated 
entities, such as the reunification of the divine aeon with its “types and images” in the 
world. Central to these, of course, is the notion of the separation of the female from 
the male in the creation of eve from adam in the second creation account of genesis. 
even more important is the notion of their salvific reunification through the work of 
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Christ. in this context, it is possible to make sense of the Gospel of Philip’s reflections 
on the role of mary magdalene and the ritual kiss, expressed in the following passages:

There were three who always used to walk with the lord: mary, his mother, 
and his sister, and magdalene, the one who was called his companion 
(koinonos). For mary is the name of his sister and his mother and it is the 
name of his companion.

(Gospel of Philip 59.6–11)

The sophia (Wisdom) who is called “the barren” is the mother [of the] 
angels. and the companion (koinonos) of the [ … ] is mary magdalene. The 
[ … loved] her more than [all] the disciples, and he used to kiss her often 
on her [ … more] often than the rest of the disciples. … They said to him, 
“Why do you love her more than all of us?” The savior answered, saying to 
them, “Why do i not love you like her? if a blind person and one with sight 
are both in the darkness, they are not different from one another. When the 
light comes, then the person with sight will see the light, and the blind person 
will remain in the darkness.”

(Gospel of Philip 63.30–64.9)

if the female had not separated from the male, she and the male would not 
die. his separation became the beginning of death. Because of this Christ 
came to repair the separation which was from the beginning and re-unite 
the two and to give life to those who had died by separation and join them 
together.

(Gospel of Philip 70.9–18)106

as female “companion” to Jesus, mary magdalene plays a role in the Gospel of Philip 
that is at once symbolic, spiritual, and salvific. Within the mythic context of the 
separation of eve from adam, the relationship of mary magdalene and Jesus repre-
sents a reunification of the separated female and male.107 as the iconic or imaged 
bridal chamber is a symbolic site for union, so the companionship and kiss of mary 
magdalene and Jesus symbolize the salvific moment when two previously separated 
elements (male and female, image and divine prototype, cosmic and divine) are 
reunited and bring forth spiritual fruit.

in the first passage, mary magdalene is linked to two other mary’s, but it is she who 
is singled out as “the companion” (koinonos) of the savior.108 The second passage eluci-
dates mary’s role as “companion” more fully as it includes references to sophia, to the 
savior’s love for mary, and the “kiss.” This is not a kiss of romantic love or marriage, 
but a moment of mythic and ritual significance in the valentinian community, for 
this kiss provided the mythic foundation for the ritual kiss in the religious life of 
the community: “For it is by a kiss that the perfect conceive and give birth. For this 
reason we also kiss one another. We receive conception from the grace which is in one 
another.”109 in this way, the kiss of mary magdalene and Jesus establishes a paradigm 
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and originating moment for spiritual conception through the mouth, that is, for the 
production of spiritual utterances: prophecy, poetry, song, and other manifestations 
of the divine Logos in language and sound.110 The kiss of Jesus and mary magdalene 
leads the rest of the disciples to recognize that mary was not only loved more than 
all women, but that she was loved more than the other disciples as well because she, 
unlike the blind, has seen the light.

even more important, the reference to sophia at the beginning of this passage 
shows that the companionship of mary and Jesus belongs within a mythic context as 
a symbol of the salvific reunification of female and male. Behind this image of salvific 
union lies a mythic narrative consisting of three stages: primordial union, separation, 
reunification.111 The first stage, based on the valentinian myth of sophia and its 
retelling of genesis 2–3, involves the separation of sophia from her divine counterpart 
and of eve from adam, as the third passage makes clear. Within the Gospel of Philip’s 
mythic narratives of union – separation – reunification, Christ is the savior who came 
to repair the separation and give life. in this mary magdalene plays a crucial role in 
the narrative of salvation. Their “kiss” signifies a spiritual relationship that effects 
salvation in two ways. First, the companionship and kiss of mary magdalene and Jesus 
represent the salvific moment when female and male are reunited.112 They undo the 
separation and restore the union of male and female among humans and, ultimately, 
within the divine. second, their kiss establishes a mythic paradigm for the ritual 
kiss in the religious community, by which “the perfect conceive and give birth”113 to 
spiritual utterances, prophecy, poetry, song, and other manifestations of the divine 
logos in language and sound.114

as the female koinonos or spiritual partner of Jesus, mary magdalene plays a crucial 
role in the Gospel of Philip. Their companionship and kiss symbolize the sacred union 
of female and male that comes from spiritual insight or gnosis, and brings forth 
spiritual fruit. it does not involve literal marriage, sexual intercourse, or offspring, yet 
it may, nonetheless, point to an important role for mary magdalene and other women 
in the valentinian community. as female “companion” (koinonos), mary magdalene 
is the spiritual counterpart to Jesus, especially beloved for her insight and vision. This 
insight gives her spiritual authority and may have reflected and increased the spiritual 
authority of other women in the community of the text as well, even as it aroused 
controversy.

Conclusion

This essay only begins to touch upon the variety and richness in the texts of gnosis at 
nag hammadi. These texts employed a variety of strategies, including biblical interpre-
tation, philosophical speculation, and their own unique style of myth-making to give 
expression to their religious views on the nature of the divine, the relation between 
creation and redemption, and the redemptive significance of Jesus Christ. even such a 
brief survey as this demonstrates that those who would unify these texts and traditions 
under a single category like “gnosticism” run the risk of ignoring the diversity and 
complexity. We contemporary readers can begin to understand these texts more fully 
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as we bring to them modes of reading that are both more critical and more sensitive to 
their symbolic richness than were those of the anti-heretical writers of the early church.
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sChism and heResy

identity, cracks, and canyons in  
early Christianity

Pheme Perkins

While i stood staring into his misery,
he looked at me and with both hands he opened
his chest and said: “see how i tear myself!”

(dante, Inferno)1

Divided beginnings

dante’s terrible contrapasso for schism depicts perpetrators endlessly cleft from head 
to bowels as they make their eternal circle in the depths of hell. one can imagine 
that the author of 1 John who tarred those who had left his fellowship with his newly 
invented label “antichrists” would have considered such punishment well-deserved.2 
The lofty recognition – which also drives dante’s poem – that “god is love” and the 
associated command to imitate that love in relationships with one another (1 John 
4:1–21) only applies to those who remain within the bounds of fellowship. second 
John 9–10 instructs members of another house church gathering in the Johannine 
fellowship to treat those associated with the secessionists as complete outsiders: no 
hospitality, not even a greeting. What provoked such a rupture? The author alludes to 
both incorrect belief, failing to acknowledge Jesus coming “in the flesh,” and incorrect 
conduct, a misguided understanding of sin. Beyond that, scholars have difficulty fitting 
the pieces together. Raymond Brown suggested that the result of this schism among 
Johannine churches in the ephesus region led those connected with the evangelist to 
seek common cause with other communities that revered peter as shepherd. despite 
the spiritual insight of their founder, the Beloved disciple, these Christians accepted 
peter as shepherd of Jesus’ flock (John 21:15–25).3

The mix of Christian teaching and practice in churches centered on ephesus at 
the beginning of the second century becomes even more complicated when one 
includes the communities in the pauline tradition, addressed in 1–2 Timothy and 
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Titus, as well as the Jewish Christian visionaries represented by John, the seer of 
Revelation. Trebilco suggests that some of their differences can be traced to the extent 
to which particular churches had assimilated to or resisted the greco-Roman culture 
of this prosperous city.4 Though some of the names and positions may be different, 
a history of Christianity in Rome from paul in the mid-first century to valentinus 
in the mid-second century exhibits the same complexity.5 origen, the third-century 
theologian from alexandria, wrote a major work in response to a pagan critique of 
Christianity by the philosopher Celsus near the end of the second century. Celsus 
lumps orthodox Christian views together with those of gnostics and marcionites. 
he paints a picture of a fractious movement that encompasses widely different views 
about its key figure Jesus and yet maintains a bond of mutual love among its members.6

Negotiating diversity

These examples highlight the difficulties faced by students of second- and third-century 
Christianity. The movement comes out of its first century as a loosely connected 
network of house churches and local communities with different patterns of authority 
and organization. nor is it possible to sort the observed diversity out by appealing to 
regional origins since the mobility of its adherents and missionary impulses leads to 
the presence of diverse forms of Christianity in its larger urban centers.7 lampe traces 
the phenomenon which he calls “fractionation” among Roman Christians back to its 
origins. Relying upon Romans 16, which designates as “church” individual groups, not 
believers in the city as a whole, he concludes that there were seven such circles, with 
an eighth created once paul arrives.8 however one describes the core beliefs in Jesus, 
baptism, the fellowship meal, and the spirit that were shared across geographical and 
communal boundaries, one cannot imagine Christians of the second and third century 
as heirs to a fully articulated set of beliefs (doctrine) and practice (liturgy, ethics).9

nor was there an organizational structure that gave a particular individual (such as 
peter’s successor as bishop in Rome) or group (such as a regional gathering of bishops 
or presbyters) uncontested authority to resolve the inevitable disputes. however, it is 
possible to observe the operation of informal networks in which a prominent bishop in 
one community would intervene to resolve conflicts in another. Two familiar examples 
from the Roman church will illustrate the point. it is important to remember that 
individuals referred to as “bishop of Rome” in the second century did not exercise 
direct, juridical control over all of the city’s congregations. in the first case (c. 95), a 
Roman bishop, Clement, seeks to restore the original presbyters ousted in a factional 
revolt in Corinth. and in the fourth century, eusebius reports that Clement’s letter was 
still being read aloud in Christian assemblies in his own day.10 lampe’s detailed study of 
clues as to the background and educational level of the author, who writes in the name 
of the Roman community, has produced important insights about the work. its author 
was not highly educated in either rhetoric or philosophy. its assemblage of diverse 
traditions makes 1 Clement an example of what lampe calls “the collective process of 
education” by which Roman Christians assimilated traditions of the hellenistic Jewish 
synagogues. Thus he proposes that the epistle is best understood as a communal work.11
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This striking picture of the representative of the communal education of one 
community intervening to call another back to its apostolic heritage is not limited to 
Rome as authority. a controversy over the proper date for the celebration of easter 
has irenaeus, bishop of lyons, bring a letter to the bishop of Rome, victor (c. 189–99), 
on behalf of the churches in asia minor who followed the Jewish calendar in deter-
mining the date of easter. he was able to persuade victor to rescind his intention of 
breaking fellowship with all churches who followed this eastern practice. according to 
eusebius considerable correspondence between various bishops as well as the personal 
negotiating skills of irenaeus were required to forge this “agree to disagree” policy 
and permit those groups of eastern origins in the city of Rome to follow their own 
calendar.12 These interventions at the end of the second century are set in an eccle-
siastical context that has changed considerably since the time of Clement. victor’s 
initial decrees show that the episcopate now enjoys “monarchic authority.” lampe 
suggests that this tradition emerges by 160 when Bishop anicetus represents himself 
as “the authoritative caretaker of the apostolic tradition in Rome.”13

Opposing schools of Christianity

development of succession lists for the bishops of major cities that could be tied to 
apostolic founders, made it possible to identify persons responsible for maintaining 
the tradition. in some respects, the cultural model was much like the succession 
of authorized heads of the ancient philosophical schools. however, for most of the 
second century, Christians in Rome had a wide array of congregations and of private 
teachers, who offered students deeper understanding of the faith than the preliminary 
catechesis. it was possible to refer to these private study circles as “heresies,” distinct 
and often competing teachings, along the model of the philosophical schools. despite 
Justin martyr’s clear disdain for the gnostic teacher, valentinus, he along with others 
such as marcion and Justin’s pupil, Tatian, operated within the general boundaries of 
“Christian assemblies” in the mid-second century.14

opposition to teachers whose views were considered heterodox led heresiologists 
like Justin martyr, irenaeus, Tertullian, hippolytus, and epiphanius to forge increas-
ingly elaborate genealogies for such movements. if “orthodox” or acceptable teaching 
reflects an apostolic lineage, then “heterodox” teaching must also have its lineage. 
simon magus (acts 8) becomes the founder of a chain of deviant teachings.15 The 
genealogical approach creates the impression that schism and heresy are deformed 
versions of a true teaching and/or communal way of life that had existed in pure 
form from the beginning.16 in the third century, hippolytus’s Refutation of All Heresies 
blamed such doctrinal deviations on contamination of the Christian truth by various 
forms of pagan philosophy. This perspective played a prominent role in modern 
church history thanks to the influence of adolf von harnack for whom not only 
“heresies” but patristic theology as a whole represented the corruption of biblical truth 
by philosophical categories.17

Contemporary studies of formative Christianity acknowledge that any particular 
conflict over teaching or practice involved complex cultural and social as well as 
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intellectual factors. The development of Christianity gave the movement a distinctive 
shape in different regions.18 markus vinzent sees Christianity in Rome as absorbing 
cross-currents from around the Christian world rather than developing or propagating 
a theology peculiarly its own.19 yet many of the individuals who would be tagged as 
“heretics” in the second century had some ties to circles in that city (e.g. marcion; 
apelles; valentinus; ptolemy, another teacher of “valentinian” gnosis; Tatian; as well 
as a group of montanists; and Theodotus, “the shoemaker,” who taught an adoptionist 
Christology) as did their “orthodox” opponents, Justin martyr and hippolytus as 
teachers in Rome, and irenaeus, bishop of lyons, whose intervention in disputes at 
Rome we have already noted. valentinus appears to have been actively teaching in 
Rome at the same time as Justin martyr (c. 155–60), who also knew marcionites, 
satornilians, and Basilideans as heretics.20 By 180, irenaeus opposed valentinian 
teachers active among churches in lyons. local adherents of valentinian teachings 
probably provided irenaeus with the summaries of gnostic and valentinian specu-
lative mythology that he employs and ridicules in his Against Heresies.21 unlike 
marcion, who was either expelled or excluded himself from the larger Christian 
fellowship, valentinus and the teachers who followed after him remained within the 
larger community.22 hence the pressing need to expose their errors.23 Thomassen 
suggests that the Roman community did not have local resources to debate with 
diverse views. irenaeus claims that under anicetus (c. 155–66), polycarp of smyrna 
debated marcionites, valentinians, and others in Rome.24

Exclusion from fellowship

By the third century, Tertullian acknowledges that teachings associated with 
apelles, marcion, and valentinus were known in Carthage.25 he presumes that both 
marcion and valentinus had been repeatedly thrown out of the church.26 however, 
contradictory statements elsewhere in Tertullian’s writings that blame “heretical” 
valentinianism on later followers and are uncertain about his relationship to the 
Roman church suggest that he has no clear information. By the end of the second 
century, excluding “heretics” from communion had become possible. montanists,27 
the “shoemaker” Theodotus,28 and (on irenaeus’s recommendation) a valentinian 
teacher Florinus29 suffered that penalty.30 These developments point to a shift in the 
context of theological disputes during the second century. What had been diversity 
in local patterns of expression and practice with the inevitable clashes between the 
followers of different teachers, had become the focus of polemical struggles to define 
the boundaries of the larger Christian fellowship itself.31 similar transitions may be 
suggested for other urban centers which served as nodes in the network of commu-
nication that one observes passing through Rome. The alleged “catechetical school” 
which eusebius projects back into the history of alexandrian Christianity is largely 
the product of a fourth-century imagination.32 Clement of alexandria, gnostic 
teachers like Basilides and heracleon, and eusebius’s hero, origen, all functioned as 
private teachers, whose instruction provided deeper insights into Christian scriptures 
for an educated elite.33
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origen’s fate telegraphs conflicts over authority and correct doctrine which will 
embroil alexandria during the christological controversies of the fourth century. like 
victor in Rome, demetrius of alexandria sought to consolidate episcopal authority 
over teaching and praxis. expelled from the city, origen moved to Caesarea where 
he was welcomed and ordained presbyter. There he addressed very different constitu-
encies, ordinary believers, bishops not skilled in theological discourse as well as 
wealthy patrons.34 endowing local bishops with authority over the diverse Christian 
communities in a city did not eradicate theological diversity or even conflict between 
Christians who otherwise held to the accepted identity marks of belief in the god of 
the Jewish scriptures as the Father who sent Jesus (against gnostics and marcionites); 
Jesus’ death on the cross for our salvation (against docetists and gnostics); typological 
or allegorical reading of the Jewish scriptures as referring to Christ (against marcion 
and some gnostics); participation in the sacraments of baptism and eucharist.35 
although the parameters of the Christian canon of “old” and “new” testaments would 
have some uncertainties at the edges for another two centuries, the Jewish scriptures 
of “law, prophets and writings” along with the four gospels, acts, and apostolic letters 
have been generally accepted as authoritative by the end of the second century.36

Christology and the Christian canon

The interpretation of the Christian writings takes on a new importance in the third 
century. The “orthodoxy” or “heresy” of particular teachers was to be measured by 
both the communal standard of acceptable belief as in 1 John and later the “rule 
of truth,” their interpretation of the written gospels, was also suspect.37 irenaeus 
opened his multi-volume refutation of heresies with a summary of the false genealogy 
and teachings followed by evidence that they abuse scriptures to make them fit 
speculation that has no basis in the prophets, the lord, or the apostles.38 later third-
century authors presumed that the gnostic Basilides (c. 130 in alexandria) must 
have composed exegetical works on the gospels or composed his own gospel, even 
though what survives in references to his writings is not commentary. Basilides uses 
“gospel” in the early second-century meaning of “oral preaching” or teaching about 
Jesus as savior.39 Because Basilides taught that the good god permits evil only as just 
punishment for sins in this or a past life, he had to deny that Jesus suffered on the cross. 
irenaeus reports that he supported that claim by “shape-shifting” Jesus with simon of 
Cyrene. simon died while Jesus stood by mocking the vain efforts of the rulers.40 how 
much of that statement is Basilides and how much irenaeus’s assumption that Basilides 
was interpreting the passion story known from the gospels can be debated.41

By the third century, theological debate centered on the interpretation of scripture. 
The monarchian controversy played out in both Rome and north africa. To preserve 
the unity of god, various theologians in the Roman school insisted that the “god” 
united with or active in Jesus was none other than the Father. They thought that the 
incarnate logos Christology favored by eastern theologians amounted to belief in two 
gods. as in many of the second-century cases, polemic reports by later parties to the 
dispute make it difficult to recreate the various lines of allegiance. in the gap created 
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by Bishop Fabian’s martyrdom two distinct “monarchian” factions are associated with 
novatian (d. 258), who argued for the Word as a distinct person communicating the 
Father’s divinity to the son, and Cornelius.42 The two also squared off in a disciplinary 
controversy over whether and under what conditions those who had denied their 
faith during the decian persecution could be reconciled. Though siding with a rigorist 
policy in north africa, Cyprian of Carthage supported Cornelius who advocated 
readmittance after a moderate penance. in that instance, he favored unity around the 
acknowledged bishop over communal purity.43

earlier an intraschool rivalry pitted the Bishop Callistus, a monarchian, against 
hippolytus, representing eastern logos Christology, which may have influenced 
novatian’s Christology.44 Both sides had been appealing to the Fourth gospel in 
support of their position.45 John 14:10 allowed the modalists to insist that what came 
to be as divine in the son was the Father.46 From their perspective, use of terms such 
as “person” or “substance” (hypostasis) for the logos or the son was equivalent to 
postulating a second divine being.47 Thus there is no distinction within god prior to 
the incarnation of the “Father” as “son.” To their opponents, the flashpoint was the 
death of Christ. how could they assert that god fully participates in the son when the 
verb, sympaschein, “suffer with,” apparently commits the Father to dying. hippolytus 
admits that Zephyrinus held that only the son, not the Father, died but the charge of 
“patripassianism” would become a key slogan employed against all forms of monarchian 
theology.48 That accusation was coupled with the assertion that for monarchian 
theologians neither son nor spirit have real existence. The terms simply designate 
modes in which the Father acts. This accusation does not appear adequate to the 
real distinction between Father and son which modalists attach to the incarnation. 
heine suggests that at least from Callistus on, Roman modalists employed a stoic 
explanation of the soul and body as two substances thoroughly blended, yet retaining 
their individual characteristics to explain the incarnation. in that framework it was 
possible to envisage the divine substance both experiencing and being disengaged 
from the suffering of the physical body. Consequently the monarchian theologians had 
an explanation for the Father “suffering with” the son that did not involve patripas-
sianism.49 it may have been the case that the asian teacher, noetus, originally taught 
a less sophisticated form of monarchianism in Rome. sabellius, another third-century 
teacher, apparently taught a form of modalism that could be labeled patripassianism.50 
apparently Callistus refused fellowship to sabellius and his followers.51

The issues raised in these third-century debates over how god is present in, to, or 
as the son who became man, died, and was raised show that the “rule of faith” and 
the plain sense of the scriptures were not sufficient to answer all questions. sabellius 
may well have enlisted the common-sense beliefs of a less educated populace and 
tradition that had been the base of Roman Christianity since its founding. Though 
hippolytus presents Callistus as an intellectual flyweight of lower-class, commercial 
origins, Callistus has accepted the need for a philosophical clarification in articulating 
Christian theology. Thus his reading of the relevant biblical texts sought to take on 
logos christologies on the same ground. These arguments will pale beside the vigorous 
polemics surrounding the arian controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries; 
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“sabellianism” then becomes a broad label to stick on any opposition to the “hypos-
tasis” and person language of nicene parties.

External challenges

These intellectual divisions were not the only theological challenges to come out of 
the third century. a young devotee of a Jewish Christian baptismal sect, mani (c. 
214–76), would found a new religious movement. his personal revelations, elements 
of Christianity, of earlier gnostic speculations, Zoroastrianism, and the other religious 
currents to be met in persia. This aggressively missionary movement to spread a 
universal faith both west into the Roman empire and east beyond its boundaries posed 
a major challenge to fourth-century Christianity. mani claimed to be the paraclete 
of John 14:16 and may have inspired the first generation of believers with the apoca-
lyptic expectation of living in the last days.52 But unlike the gnostic teachers, the 
followers of Basilides and of valentinus, and the marcionites of the previous century, 
mani’s followers had their own sacred texts. mani broke with the rites of the cult in 
which he had been raised. his followers had their own cultic system so its theological 
and religious challenge to Christian believers comes from outside, not within as is the 
case with heresies.

other disputes which divided Christians in the third-century churches involved 
practice, not theological speculation. With the severe persecution of any professed 
Christians under decius in mid-century, festering divisions over readmitting those 
who had denied their faith came to the surface. scriptural texts such as 1 John 
5:16–17, hebrews 6:4–8, and 10:26–27 supported the view that apostates could not 
be restored to communion. even before the decian persecution, Roman bishops held 
that such persons could be forgiven and return to fellowship after a moderate penance. 
To further confuse the issue, Christians imprisoned for confessing their faith claimed 
the spiritual authority to forgive the sin of erring brothers and sisters.53 since martyrs 
could be found among the adherents of both the Catholic and schismatic groups, 
readiness to die for the faith was not itself a mark of membership in the true church.54 
Where bishops were martyred or in hiding during persecution, individuals could 
receive sacraments from dissident clergy. some bishops refused to accept such persons 
into communion without re-baptism. others adopted a more lenient policy.55 a bitter 
dispute over the issue set the lenient views of the bishop of Rome, Cornelius, against 
the presbyter, novatian, who was excommunicated by a synod in approximately 
251.56 eusebius alleges that novatian had gone into hiding during the persecution and 
refused to visit believers in prison, thus he deserved that fate.57

Toward the end of the century, a longtime presbyter at antioch, paul of samosata, 
was condemned by three synods (c. 269). eusebius asserts that paul had kept his 
heretical opinions hidden.58 he quotes a long letter from the synod to the bishops of 
Rome and alexandria that was also circulated around the various provinces. allegedly 
records of an interrogation conducted by another presbyter schooled in rhetoric had 
been kept. however, the letter does not reflect a doctrinal or philosophical split but 
alleged sins of ambition and arrogance that included liturgical innovations. a brief 
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suggestion that paul denied the divine origins of Christ does not fit the ritual emphasis 
on the celebrant as “an angel come down from heaven.” Consequently mendels 
considers both of these cases more social or political divisions than theological ones. 
Remove the assumption that early Christians were divided over doctrine, and any 
third-century reader would infer that novatian and paul of samosata led populist 
factions.59

Conclusion: the way forward

dante’s first example of a schismatic was not one of the many ecclesiastical sinners 
who are destroying peter’s flock but the prophet mohammed. The medieval legend 
that mohammed had created his heresy after failing in his ambition to become pope is 
yet another variant of the story Christians had used to explain heresy since the third 
century.60 Failed ambition spawned malicious deformation of teaching and practice 
or so the story was told about the arch-heretic simon magus, valentinus, marcion, 
novatian, paul of samosata, and many others. if that account is unfair to the complex 
history of Christians in the first three centuries, so is the modern tendency to view 
the emerging Christian orthodoxy as the achievement of victors in a factional struggle 
for power. The church is often said to have lost out on the creative speculation or 
“enlightened” openness to innovative practice of those forced outside the fellowship 
of Christians. The true complexity of forging an identity that will unite this global 
network of Christian believers is not well served by the modern reductionism to 
struggles for power either.

Without the shift from individual schools of Christian teachers to the theological 
exchange between regional bishops charged with overseeing the churches, the fourth-
century move from private religious cult groups at the social margins to imperial 
religion would not have been possible. The second-century debates with the likes of 
marcion and valentinus consolidated the Christian commitment to the scriptures 
and creator god of its Jewish heritage. (The problematic of Christian identity in 
relationship to Judaism of the second and third centuries and the increasingly marginal 
status of Jewish Christianity requires a separate essay.) emergence of a widely shared 
Christian canon of four gospels, acts, and apostolic letters by the end of the second 
century not only unseated the claims of speculative mythologies to be the higher 
Christian teaching, it provided a new direction for theological reflection. Who is the 
one god, the Creator of heaven and earth? how is that god, the Father of the son, 
present in Jesus of nazareth? such questions cannot be answered by simply repeating 
short formulae or by mere appeal to words of scripture. Third-century debates focus on 
the problem of finding an appropriate language to resolve such questions.

going forward to the great christological and Trinitarian conflicts of the fourth 
and fifth centuries, little remained of many of the initial efforts in our period beyond 
slogans that could be slung at the opposition such as sabellian, monarchian, patri-
passian. The move to imperial status erased the danger of persecution for those who 
adhered to recognized Christian congregations but not for others at the margins. as 
any reader of st augustine’s Confessions knows, mani’s new world religion continued 
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to mount a powerful challenge to Christianity in the fourth century. What private 
teachers like Justin martyr, Clement of alexandria, and origen did for the small 
groups of educated believers seeking to deepen their knowledge of the faith in the 
second and third centuries, bishops would be expected to accomplish from the public 
pulpits. and the great theologian bishops like augustine would prove equal to the 
task.
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When Jesus Christ ascended in glory from the midst of his disciples forty days after his resur-
rection, a people’s vision of god was forever changed. Ten days later, when the spirit came 
upon them “as divided tongues” at pentecost (cf. acts 2:3), their experience of the risen 
lord was enflamed with a missionary zeal that would see it spread throughout the known 
world in a dramatically short span. yet from the very moment that st peter emerged from 
that upper room and preached the church’s first homily to the people (cf. acts 2:14–41), 
there came to the fore a tension that had been stirring since the archangel first announced 
to mary that she would bear a child to be called “son of the highest” (luke 1:32). The 
Father is confessed to have a son. god is perceived in a dramatic, new way. st peter put the 
matter directly to his hearers in Jerusalem: “let all the house of israel know assuredly that 
god has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both lord and Christ” (acts 2:36).

Jesus, the man of galilee, is “both lord and Christ,” and the people’s confession of 
belief “in god” is forever altered. Further, the spirit of god, long confessed but often 
in impersonal terms, was now seen to dwell in the very hearts of the lord’s faithful – 
the “advocate” the messiah, had promised (cf. John 15:26). even the name of god 
himself – which since the time of david had been sung out, “Blessed be the lord god, 
the god of israel … and blessed be his glorious name forever” (psalm 72:18, 19) – was 
given a new dimension in the great charge of the lord, retaining its singularity yet 
expressing a mysterious communion: “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father, son and the holy spirit” (matthew 28:19).

st peter’s hearers (and at the pilgrimage feast of Shavuot, pentecost, in Jerusalem 
they would have been almost exclusively Jews) are reported as being “cut to the heart” 
by his words (acts 2:37), and the immediate effect of his preaching is that many 
are converted and believe; yet there lies behind this “mass conversion” of the first 
Christian pentecost a tension that will have a long life in the church. The gathered 
faithful are moved by the compassion of the self-sacrificial Christ and eager to receive 
the salvation “from this perverse generation” (acts 2:40) that he offers, yet the very 
confession that the messiah is the Father’s Son, acknowledged here in receipt of the 
spirit, represents a powerful new theological vision – one which the newly baptized, 
rather like the apostles before them, would require time to absorb fully.

What was the “doctrine of god” amongst those first Christians, as well as amongst 
those of the second and third centuries, prior to the advent of the great doctrinal 
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statements of the fourth and fifth? The question might well be complex enough, 
were Christianity to have remained solely in the religious world of the Jews (for its 
relationship to a “Jewish doctrine of god” was not simple, as Judaism itself was theolog-
ically diverse in those initial decades of the first millennium ce, and so questions of 
continuity and distinction from “Judaistic roots” are intrinsically amorphous); but 
with the extensive missionary labours that would follow the pentecost, summed up 
perhaps most famously in the apostolic missions of the converted Jew, st paul, the 
“gentiles” too would bring their theological and religious presuppositions into early 
Christian discussion. how did the particularly Christian confession of god, grounded 
in the full revelation of the apostolic encounter with Christ, come to be articulated 
in this diverse milieu?

i would like to explore an answer, not from the approach of a defined “doctrine” 
of god (systematic theological explanations were hardly the focus of most early 
Christian discussions, particularly in our centuries); rather, through a consideration 
of the major questions about god that emerged from the increasingly complex and 
nuanced theological discussions of the second and third centuries. particularly, i would 
like to focus on three such questions, in the mix of which the articulation of god 
took place: (1) Can there be multiplicity in unity? (2) did god create? and (3) has 
god changed? – or rather, has the Christian confession demanded an unacceptable 
“change” in conceptions of truth and divinity? each of these questions, posed from the 
vantage point of a confession of Christ as the Father’s son, together with the spirit 
whom he sent to the disciples, framed-in the Christian confession of “god” in these 
critical centuries, shaped in response to external events as well as internal reflections, 
demonstrating both continuity with the past and the creative expression of the reality 
fully revealed in Christ.

Can there be multiplicity in unity?

The most basic ramification of a particularly Christian confession is that god is in 
some sense “multiple.” When st peter confessed of Jesus, “Thou art the Christ, son 
of the living god” (matthew 16:16), he proclaimed both that Jesus was the antici-
pated messiah (Christ), but also – and here, something unanticipated to most – that 
he was the Father’s own son. similarly, when Christ informed the apostles that he 
would send the spirit, when he charged a threefold baptism in the name of “Father, 
son and spirit,” a multiplicity was confessed; and particularly in this latter baptismal 
commission, that multiplicity was mingled with unity. The Father, son, and spirit are 
each mentioned, but theirs is a singular “name.” unity is met with multiplicity. how 
can this be?

Jews had long confessed god as what in greek would be called monos theos, “the 
one god” (whence our “monotheism”) and  – particularly when surrounded by the 
intently polytheistic greeks and Romans  – emphasized the oneness of god as a 
foundation of right belief revealed through the law. The early Christians, too, knew 
and confessed god as unquestionably one; yet in the experience of Christ they had 
beheld one who was this god’s son. ancient proclamations of god as “Father” in 
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him met their correlate; and when the son sent the spirit, this “multiplicity” was 
fulfilled. yet despite beginning with the experienced reality of these three, Christians 
maintained confession in “one god”: a phrase that found its way into almost all early 
creedal formulae. giving a title to this multiplicity-in-unity was not easy (for no other 
religion or philosophical system confessed such an idea, and as such language did 
not exist to articulate it precisely), yet attempts were nonetheless made. Theophilus 
of antioch famously gave us the greek trias, or “Triad”;1 whereas it was the latin-
speaking Tertullian of Carthage who eventually gave us trinitas, “Trinity” – a word that 
sounds far from unusual to ears today, since it has been in constant use since then, but 
one which nonetheless is a creative compression of “triad” and “unity” that tries to 
give articulation to precisely this divine mystery.2

not surprisingly, most of the comments from the earliest centuries that deal with 
this “doctrinal” question are framed in pastoral contexts. st ignatius of antioch, 
writing a series of letters that were not principally doctrinal in nature, nonetheless 
gives us a significant glimpse of Christian reflection at the turn of the first century. 
Concerned for unity amongst Christians, and particularly for right ecclesiastical order, 
ignatius delineates these matters with reference to the greater unity on which they are 
modelled: the unity of Christ with his Father. Writing to the magnesians, he instructs:

do ye therefore all run together as into one temple of god, as to one altar, 
as to one Jesus Christ, who came forth from one Father, and is with and has 
gone to one.

(ignatius, To the Magnesians 7)

This echoes his language to the ephesians, to whom st paul had also written:

i reckon you happy who are so joined to him [the bishop] as the Church is to Jesus 
Christ, and as Jesus Christ is to the Father, that so all things may agree in unity.

(ignatius, To the Ephesians 5)

such passages, along with a host of others,3 demonstrate ignatius’s firm conviction 
that the Father and the son abide in an eternal unity, which the church is called to 
emulate in its unity around the bishop. none of these statements is a coherent articu-
lation of “trinity,” nor even a decisive doctrinal statement on the eternal relation of 
Father and son (and, in other contexts, spirit4); but such are not, of course, ignatius’s 
aims. his is chiefly a pastoral intention to build up ecclesiastical order and stability 
in an increasingly turbulent era of church life. still, amidst his intentionally pastoral 
focus, dimensions of what would later be defined as Trinitarian confession already 
emerge. Jesus as son is the eternal Word of the Father;5 he has come forth from him and 
returned to him; he is “joined” to him – perhaps in some ways a problematic analogy 
for the abiding union of Father and son, but one which nonetheless shows forth a real 
interconnection, and not simply a moral comparability or external similarity.

slightly later than ignatius, st Justin the philosopher and martyr would demon-
strate the manner in which similar concerns were manifest in a rather different type 
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of early Christian theological discourse. in his apologetic, Justin’s chief concern was to 
establish the reasonableness of Christian faith and life in the broader social and intel-
lectual sphere, and thereby to quell some of the chief grounds on which bias and even 
persecution were being levelled against Christian communities. in this context, where 
logical analysis was more called for than in st ignatius’s pastoral epistles, a different 
set of linguistic tools and metaphysical images could be and was deployed, refining the 
way the Christian confession might be articulated to others.

in a vein similar to ignatius, who had insisted that Christians run to worship “as 
to one altar, as to one Jesus Christ,” Justin argues to the general readership of his First 
Apology (nominally addressed to the emperor and senate) that Christians see Father, 
son, and spirit as divine and worthy of worship:

But both him [the most true god the Father], and the son – who came forth 
from him and taught us these things, and the host of the other good angels 
who follow and are made like to him – and the prophetic spirit, we worship 
and adore, knowing them in reason and truth.6

(Justin, First Apology 6)

aware that the strangeness of this confession struck his Roman hearers just as much 
as the Jewish hearers (though for different reasons: Romans had little issue with the 
idea of multiple divinities, espousing themselves a diverse state pantheon; but the 
intellectual idea of what seemed “many gods being one” was a puzzle, and an apparent 
betrayal of fundamental philosophical common sense), Justin made ready comparisons 
with older greco-Roman mythologies that suggested divine unity amongst multiple 
deities, as well as instances of divine sonship: even Jupiter was said to have sons.7 
setting out, then, that even amongst pagan mythologies these ideas were not as 
foreign and strange as they might at first seem, Justin confesses a “truly reasonable” 
basis to a belief in Father, son, and spirit, which he feels comfortable describing in 
terms of a basic taxis, or ordering:

[That we reasonably worship Christ,] having learned that he is the son of the 
true god himself, and holding him in the second place, and the prophetic 
spirit in the third, we will prove. For they proclaim our madness to consist in 
this, that we give to a crucified man a place second to the unchangeable and 
eternal god, the Creator of all; for they do not discern the mystery that is 
herein, to which, as we make it plain to you, we pray you to give heed.

(Justin, First Apology 13)

This passage is sometimes regarded as more infamous than famous, as it seems to rank 
the Father, son, and spirit in a distinctly hierarchical manner (a concern that would 
be much in the air from the third to fourth centuries); yet Justin – and here he bears 
a certain continuity with ignatius – is not so much determined to give an exacting 
explanation of their relationships, as he is to show that Father, son, and spirit, while 
eternal, are nonetheless distinct and have differing roles in the cosmos, in history.8 
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in this, he bears testimony to the degree to which confession of multiplicity-in-unity 
in god influenced Christian theological understanding from the earliest days: not 
simply in the realm of abstract reflection on god, but in the “practical” contexts of 
pastoral and ecclesiastical ordering (à la ignatius), as well as scriptural exegesis and 
developments in broader theological articulation. Justin readily identifies (and exten-
sively catalogues) different prophetic utterances of the old Testament as originating 
distinctly, some from the Father, some from the son, some from the spirit;9 and in his 
Dialogue with Trypho the Jew, declares that various appearances of god to the prophets 
and patriarchs were appearances of the Word, not of the Father (most famously in the 
visitation of the Word and two angels to abraham (cf. genesis 18);10 but also in god’s 
conversing with moses and other theophanies).11 The same vision also allows Justin 
to consider, like many to follow him, that the “let us create … ” language of genesis 
1–2 bespeaks this very multiplicity of the one god.12 so the Father, son, and spirit 
are distinct and carry out different roles in the economy; yet they remain one, united, 
and eternal. as st Justin says of the son:

he appears arrayed in such forms as the Father pleases; and they call him the 
Word, because he carries tidings from the Father to men: but maintain that 
this power is indivisible and inseparable from the Father, just as they say that 
the light of the sun on the earth is indivisible and inseparable from the sun 
in the heavens.

(Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 128)

What becomes clear, in the writings of these early centuries, is not simply that the 
confession of Jesus as “son of the living god” meant that Christians somehow had 
to admit of and accept a multiplicity to god; but beyond this, that such multiplicity-
in-unity proved a foundational and significant dimension of the Christian vision of 
god, influencing pastoral counsel, scriptural interpretation, intellectual dialogue, etc. 
Confession that the one God is at one and the same time Father, Son, and Spirit is more 
than merely a dogmatic point in an early Christian “doctrine of god”: it is the very 
foundation of Christian life, thought, and experience in these earliest centuries.

This is perhaps most famously summed up in the period in a statement by st 
irenaeus of lyons, speaking of Christ:

When we obey him, we do always learn that there is so great a god, and that 
it is he who by himself has established, fashioned, adorned and does contain 
all things – and among the “all things,” are both this world of ours and our 
own selves. We also, then, were made, along with those things which are 
contained by him. and this is he of whom the scripture says, “and god formed 
man, taking dust of the earth, and breathed into his face the breath of life” 
(cf. genesis 2.7). it was not angels, therefore, who made or formed us, nor 
had angels power to make an image of god, nor any one else except the true 
god, nor any power remotely distant from the Father of all things. For god 
did not stand in need of these [beings], in order to accomplish what he had 
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determined with himself beforehand should be done, as if he did not possess 
his own hands. For with him were always present the Word and Wisdom, the 
son and the spirit, by whom and in whom, freely and spontaneously, he made 
all things, and to whom he speaks, saying, “let us make man after our image 
and likeness,” taking from himself the substance of the creatures formed and 
the pattern of things made, and the type of all the adornments of the world.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.20.1)

in this passage we see the extent to which god, perceived as multiple-yet-one (that 
is, the one Father, inconceivable apart from his Word and Wisdom), was at the heart 
of multiple realms of early Christian theological discussion. it is precisely the fact that 
god is understood as the Father with His Son and Spirit that enables irenaeus to artic-
ulate the creation of the cosmos; humankind bearing the divine image and likeness; 
a right perception of angels and angelic powers; etc. in using his famous analogy of 
“hands,” he has made the relation of Father, son, and spirit so foundational to the 
“doctrine” of god, that the Father can no longer be conceived in any other way than 
together with them – “for with him were always present the Word and Wisdom.”

in these early centuries, confession of “god” was – from the first – a confession of 
this mystery of multiplicity-in-unity. Readers of literature from the period are often 
surprised to discover the degree to which this is not only confessed, but to which it 
grounds all other discussion amongst Christian theologians of the period, challenging 
our common habit of suggesting that “Trinity” was not discussed until the late-third 
or fourth centuries. The language may have been quite different and the specific 
points of focus distinct (and if by “Trinity” we mean narrowly the specific dimen-
sions of Trinitarian exegesis and vocabulary that were dominant in the post-nicene 
debates, then clearly any talk of this in terms of the second and third centuries would 
be anachronistic); yet the second and third centuries alike are replete with Christians 
confessing that the “one god” of the cosmos is, in his divine unity, Father, son, and 
spirit.

Did God create?

The quotation, above, from st irenaeus’s Against Heresies, raises the second main 
question posed in the period regarding the Christian understanding of god, and 
links it directly to the first. The question of god’s creative role in cosmic history 
was a driving concern in the second and third centuries, and the theological air was 
thick with various groups that offered alternative explanations as to whether and 
to what extent god was involved in the creation of what was patently a sinful and 
suffering world. did god create such a world? and if so, what had this to say of god 
himself?

The Christian response to the question of god’s creative activity was an unabashed 
“yes.” The ancient scriptures’ first revelation is that god “created the heavens and the 
earth” (genesis 1:1); and, taking this foundational scriptural proclamation as the basis 
of articulating god’s nature, nearly every tract and treatise of the early period treats, in 
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some way or another, of god’s creative work. unsurprisingly, this creative dimension 
was often explored in pastoral terms – relating the re-creation of man to the initial 
creation of the cosmos  – reflecting the primary concerns of the early centuries in 
particular.

From the second century, the emphasis begins to shift towards a theological recla-
mation of creation from the various groups that were seen to pervert it in one way 
or another (the “gnostics,” the marcionites, etc.). Christianity’s insistence on the 
creative nature of god meant that it was required to face the challenge posed by 
such a position: namely, articulating a reason and rhyme to the existence of evil and 
suffering, if one could not indulge in the somewhat simpler gnosticizing method of 
attributing it to creation itself, or to some manner of fallen creator-demiurge. in the 
midst of this exchange – often quite heated in the second and third centuries – the 
unique articulation of Christianity’s Creator/creation dialectic begins to gain clearer 
expression: god’s creative work, exemplified in his healing and restoration of the 
human creature in the person of the son, reveals the true nature of the cosmos’s 
first creation and discloses the Creator-god as one and the same with the healing, 
restoring Christ. it is the particularly Christian experience of the Father through the 
Son, perfected in the spirit, that allows discussion of creation to be, for the early 
church, simultaneously a discussion of the triune nature of god himself.

some attention was paid in the period to large-scale treatments of the creation 
narratives distinctly: Theophilus of antioch, for example, wrote the detailed To 
Autolycus, treating of the genesis creation saga in fairly minute detail. Works such 
as his are highly polemical (that is, in this case, that they attempt to disprove and 
discredit those perceived to view creation wrongly) and textual/exegetical, and some 
might argue they offer little in the way of profound theological reflections on the 
nature of god as Creator. yet such works as To Autolycus have to be seen as part of a 
broader spectrum of writings in the second century, in which god’s creative designs 
are explored in various ways and manners so as to disclose and articulate a vision of 
Father, son, and spirit that sees this one god directly responsible for creation and 
redemption as a single act of divine love.

This had been the brunt of irenaeus’s focus as evidenced across both his extant 
writings. god creates, and this creation discloses an essential characteristic of his 
nature. When creation is disrupted through sin, god works a re-creation, restoring 
what has fallen to the potential for new life and perfection.13 The incarnation, then, 
and the healing wrought by the incarnate Christ, are the keys for understanding both 
creation and god as Creator. as iain macKenzie would write of irenaeus’s overarching 
theological emphasis:

it is the overflowing love of god bringing into being an entity other than 
himself which may, in the relation of the respective integrities of that which 
is made and of him who is the maker, share his eternal life in a “community 
of union” with him. it is this love of god which means that creation and 
redemption are so closely bound for irenaeus. Creation and incarnation are 
but the two sides of the one act of the love of god towards what he makes.14
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as we have already seen, this is cause for irenaeus to understand god-as-Creator 
as foundational for perceiving god himself: even his analogy of son and spirit as 
“hands” of the Father is one that draws creation into view from the first. hands exist 
to work, to act; and so the revelation that god is the Father with his two “hands” is 
simultaneously a confession that god is active, creative; and, in a directly related way, 
that a perception of creation reveals something of the nature and being of the divine.

This said, the attention paid to articulating god in the first Christian centuries 
was not chiefly concerned with broad categories, even if they be as significant as 
creation. Creation, and god as Creator, were of relevance in so much as perceiving 
god as Creator was part-and-parcel of seeing man as redeemed. so the locus of god’s 
creative work was not addressed as the cosmos writ large, but the human person. god 
is seen in man (Christ); and in the human creature, redeemed by the lord, god as 
Creator is seen in salvific terms. The stress placed on the fact of man as “after the 
image and likeness of god” in these centuries, bears out the observation that human-
ity’s condition in the cosmos reveals the nature of its god; and so the very life of 
man revealed a god of “vitality,” of creativity, of life-giving power. as was written by 
Tertullian at the beginning of the third century: “The divine creator fashioned this 
very flesh with his own hands in the image of god; which he animated with his own 
breath, after the likeness of his own vitality.”15

god – Father with the son and spirit – was beheld to be creative and active (and 
not a removed or abstracted “divine principle”), self-communicative (hence it is not 
a generic “life-force” that animates man, but god’s own breath),16 and intimately 
associated with his creation, which bears, in the human creature, his own image and 
likeness (and so god was not a “removed creator,” much less a divine pleroma utterly 
divided from creation by a demiurge, as certain “gnostic” groups of the period were 
wont to suggest). These dimensions to god’s nature were articulated in the early 
centuries, not through any dogmatic treatise on a doctrine of god, but through the 
radical insistence on god’s creativity demanded by the polemical and rhetorical 
needs of the age. similarly, it was in the confession of god as Father with his son and 
spirit that this creative reality was explored and expressed – something which set the 
Christian confession apart from various Jewish interlocutors of the period, who also 
wished to maintain a creative god but who did not express that confession in terms 
of the Father’s Word, experienced as re-creative in human history, perfecting creation 
through the spirit (an approach exemplified, for example, in irenaeus’s chief paradigm 
of god’s authentic creation of the cosmos: the vision of Christ healing the man born 
blind in John 9, not through a “supernatural” force, but through the natural elements 
of dust and mud – proving the son’s creative power over matter itself).17

The question of god as Creator further reveals the degree to which issues 
that would, in later centuries, often be extracted into the realm of fairly abstract 
metaphysical discussion (e.g. the nature of god, god’s eternal triadic relations, the 
question of “immanence or economy” in Trinitarian relations) were in the second and 
third centuries addressed primarily in terms of direct soteriological reflection. it is the 
need to understand the human creature – the one who sins, the one who is redeemed – 
that grounds articulation of god the Creator always in triadic terms, since the healing 
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of man is experienced as triune act: the spirit drawing man to Christ, who leads him 
to the Father.

Has God changed? Or rather, does Christianity’s confession force change 
upon God as truth?

it was only to be expected that the Christian confession of god, rooted in the 
experience of Jesus Christ and the proclamation that he is son of the Father, would 
rouse concern amongst various parties as to the “novelty” of the theology being 
espoused by the young church. The concept of god as eternal and unchanging was a 
theological and philosophical foundation-stone for most religious cultures of the era; 
and even beyond the strictly religious, where the philosophical contexts of the period 
saw truth, by and large, in equally unchanging and eternal terms. While the principal 
concern in articulating a Christian vision of god to Jews may have been the question 
of god as multiple yet one, in the broader milieu the question of “Christian novelty” 
was almost more pressing.

in later decades and centuries, the question “has god changed?” would come 
more definitively to be asked in terms of the incarnational “becoming” of the 
Word, as expressed in the gospel: “The word became flesh and dwelt amongst us” 
(John 1:14).18 in our earliest centuries, however, this is not the primary focus of 
concern over change. Rather, we find the concern centring in the more basic 
question of whether a god, “suddenly” confessed as Father, son, and spirit, 
“newly” perceived as working a salvation “different” from that of the ancient 
covenants, proclaiming as truth something “different” from the ancient religious 
and philosophical perceptions of the same  – whether such a confession of god 
could be held as credible in the face of so much apparent novelty. or did not the 
very newness of the Christian confession mean that god had been “changed,” and 
thus what was being confessed could not possibly be true (since ultimate truth was 
not perceived as changeable)?

Justin the martyr was amongst the writers of our period to offer detailed response 
to such charges, asserting that the apparent novelty of the coming of Christ was in 
fact no new reality but the full expression of the divine nature that had always been 
active and present in the world, known in part. We have already made mention of his 
assertion that Christ is “the Word of whom every race of men were partakers” – that 
is, that Jesus’ “recent” nativity and advent did not reveal his beginnings in existence, 
but rather his beginning as man. he is eternal and has always been with humankind, 
as Justin elaborates:

We have been taught that Christ is the first-born of god, and we have 
declared above that he is the Word of whom every race of men were partakers; 
and those who lived reasonably are Christians, even though they have been 
thought atheists. … But who, through the power of the Word, according to 
the will of god the Father and lord of all, was born of a virgin as a man, and 
was named Jesus, and was crucified, and died, and rose again, and ascended 
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into heaven, an intelligent man will be able to comprehend from what has 
been already so largely said.

(Justin, First Apology 46)

Thus Justin was able to articulate Christ’s eternity as Word, as son, whilst at the same 
time affirming his new work in being born as man of the virgin. his explanation 
could become somewhat fanciful at times (e.g. in his assertion that plato read a copy 
of moses),19 and at others extremely detailed (e.g. his language of Logos/logikos, as 
well as his famous discussions of logos spermatikos);20 but throughout he maintains the 
essential heart of his confession: that the Christian confession of the Father’s son, 
of the incarnation, does not make god into something “new,” but rather confirms 
the ancient testimony of god’s true nature, expressed in prophecy as well as through 
reason.21

a few years later, st irenaeus would affirm the same points through utterly different 
means. Focused less on the philosophical arguments for god’s universal and eternal 
nature, he framed his consideration in terms of the human creature bearing god’s 
image, and who discovers that image fully in Christ:

For in times long past, it was said that man was created after the image of 
god, but it was not [actually] shown; for the Word was as yet invisible, after 
whose image man was created; wherefore also he did easily lose the likeness. 
When, however, the Word of god became flesh, he confirmed both these: for 
he both showed forth the image truly, since he became himself what was his 
image; and he re-established the likeness after a sure manner, by assimilating 
man to the invisible Father through means of the visible Word.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.16.2)

here the Word’s incarnation, which enables the image to be seen directly and thus 
restores the potential for man to attain to god’s likeness, confirms the eternity of 
the Word himself  – the novelty of the incarnation is the assurance of the eternity 
not simply of god, but god as Father with his son (and elsewhere in irenaeus, his 
spirit).22

The same basic confession is made in numerous ways throughout the second and 
third centuries, each in the unique context of different writers and theologians, but 
grounded in the same insistence on the changing nature of the economy of god’s work 
in creation, but the unchanging nature of god himself. so, for example, melito of 
sardis would write in his poetic stanzas on the resurrection:

he [Christ] is the pascha of our salvation.
it is he who in many endured many things:
it is he that was in abel murdered,
and in isaac bound,
and in Jacob exiled,
and in Joseph sold,
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and in moses exposed,
and in the lamb slain,
and in david persecuted,
and in the prophets dishonoured.
it is he that was enfleshed in a virgin,
that was hanged on a tree.

(melito of sardis, On the Resurrection 69, 70)

here the christological confession of the incarnation is framed in a manner that 
explicitly draws out the eternity of the Word who is “enfleshed in a virgin,” that sees 
him active in the whole of human history in different ways, one and the same lord. 
melito is dealing in at least partially liturgical, poetic imagery here, rather than careful 
theological articulation, and so we should not take his statements on the Word being 
“in Joseph sold” as more than typological; but even this is demonstrative. The eternal 
nature of god as Father with his Son and Spirit is not just the interest of dogmatic or 
polemical tracts: the liturgical and expressive life of the early Christian communities 
is equally shaped by this central confession of the nature of god.

We have not, in these examples or really in any works of the first centuries, detailed 
metaphysical discussions of god’s eternity and immutability; nor in the particularly 
christological responses to the question of “change” do we have intricate address of 
the matter of “becoming” that would so consume later generations. Christians of the 
second and third centuries, turning their attention to the first articulations of doctrinal 
questions posed most often in the fora of direct attack or challenge rather than the 
more open intellectual environments that would be possible and prominent in later 
centuries, tended to speak  – even of squarely dogmatic questions  – in eminently 
practical, pastoral terms. yet in these varied discussions, a consistent confession is 
clear: god as the Father with his son and spirit, active in the cosmos since he himself 
set his “hands” to the work of creation itself, is one and the same throughout history. it 
is the same god who spoke in the prophets, who is present as Christ; and the novelty 
of the incarnation affirms, rather than challenges, this eternal and unchanging nature 
to the Christian god.

Later reflections

in the above, i have focused primarily on second-century texts and authors. i have 
avoided some of the looming figures of the third (particularly origen), at least in 
part out of a desire to emphasize that the basic issues that consume their interests 
are anything but new when they arrive in the great dogmatic tracts of the third and 
fourth centuries. Figures such as origen, Cyprian, gregory Thaumaturgos and others 
may dedicate substantially more space to addressing questions of Trinity than their 
forebears, but they can hardly be seen to assign any more substantial a place to the 
confession of the triune nature of god – and indeed, in some ways the increasingly 
metaphysical language of their writings at times distances third-century Trinitarian 
discussion from its eminently practical, pastoral roots seen in earlier generations.
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The third century began to give rise to a different kind of theological writing: the 
initial need to explain Christianity’s basic beliefs to the “outside world” having dimin-
ished (to a degree) with time, the call for strict apologetic had also decreased (though 
it did not disappear, as the extant writings of arnobius bear out); and the passage of 
time also gave Christians the opportunity to reflect further upon, and question, the 
nuance of many of the expressions used in the outward-facing polemical and early 
theological tracts of the first and second centuries. Theological articulations that had 
proven effective in asserting the basic contours of the faith to the pagans, or to the 
“gnostics,” could now be examined in more detail on their own merits.

it is this period that marks a kind of transition from earliest Christian “doctrinal” 
discussion, to the deep and often complex theological conversations and controversies 
exemplified in the fourth and fifth centuries. The third is home to such monumental 
figures as Clement and origen in alexandria, and Cyprian in Carthage, who, like 
gregory Thaumaturgos (contemporary to the latter two), would leave indelible marks 
on the discussions to dominate the coming generation – a generation consumed by 
what R. p. C. hanson famously called “the search for the Christian doctrine of god.” 
in a chapter such as this, we could not possibly do justice to the full complexity 
of the theologians and thinkers of this age; yet for our purposes of discerning the 
doctrine of god in the period, what is of primary interest is the basic continuity with 
the discussions of the first and second centuries. While the third century will see 
much more nuanced metaphysical and philosophical investigations and expressions, 
the essential confessions of god are markedly consistent with the past. Figures such 
as origen continue to wish to express, as “first principles,” the fact that god is the 
Father with his son and spirit; that this god creates and redemptively re-creates; 
and that the salvific work of this god can and must be confessed as revealing his 
unchanging, eternal divine nature. This is echoed in gregory Thaumaturgos, from his 
brief declaration of Faith:

There is one god, the Father of the living Word, who is his subsistent 
Wisdom and power and eternal image: perfect Begetter of the perfect 
Begotten, Father of the only-begotten son. There is one lord, only of the 
only, god of god, image and likeness of deity, efficient Word, Wisdom 
comprehensive of the constitution of all things, and power formative of the 
whole creation, true son of true Father, invisible of invisible, incorruptible 
of incorruptible, and immortal of immortal, eternal of eternal. and there is 
one holy spirit, having his subsistence from god and being made manifest 
by the son, to wit to men.

(gregory Thaumaturgos, Declaration of Faith)23

We certainly see here language that is reticent of origen’s, as well as a foreshad-
owing of that of the later Cappadocians; and the vocabulary speaks in metaphysical 
terms that would perhaps have been inconceivable to an irenaeus, an ignatius or a 
Theophilus (though perhaps not entirely to a Justin). yet this reflection bears the same 
basic contours as the majority of articulations from the previous century, parcelled 
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and analysed in the developing language of a new generation. What irenaeus had 
been happy to announce as god the Father always working with his two “hands,” 
the Word and Wisdom, gregory is inclined to expound in terms of the subsistent 
realities of each of these three – the latter two grounded in the being of the Father. 
Between irenaeus and gregory had stood figures such as athenagoras, expounding 
this relationship in terms – perhaps building on Justin – of mutual indwelling and the 
relationship of thought and mind:

The son of god is the logos of the Father, in idea and in operation … the 
Father and the son being one. and, the son being in the Father and the 
Father in the son, in oneness and power of spirit, the understanding and 
reason of the Father is the son of god.

(athenagoras, Plea for Christians 10)

But here, too, we see attention paid to the same basic precepts. god is proclaimed as 
Father with son and spirit; this god is Creator, both in terms of his responsibility for 
the economy as well as with respect to his own nature (“he himself is uncreated … but 
has made all things by the logos which is from him”24); and this god is the abiding, 
eternal and unchanging god of all power and truth.

The primary shift in third-century discussion is toward discreet address of the Father, 
son, and spirit as subsisting persons, with a consequent focus how they are unified and 
exist as the one god. The vocabulary of “hypostasis” and “person” (prosopon), together 
with that of “nature” (physis) and “essence” (ousia), begin to be utilized to give more 
substantial definition to the confessionally clear but metaphysically ambiguous claims 
of an earlier age, that the son and spirit were “always with the Father.” once intro-
duced, such language would pose new challenges of its own, particularly in its diverse 
and often contradictory employment by different writers; and by the end of the third 
century Christian discussion had reached a certain tipping point in terms of its ability 
to carry on without some agreed approach to its own vocabulary and expression. The 
age of the great councils emerged out of this century with the heavy task of refining 
Christianity’s articulation of its ancient confession with the apparatus of a new and 
developing vocabulary – a vocabulary that had the potential to express it with new 
and creative nuance, but which could, sometimes at the shift of a single word (or, in 
the case of the famous homoousion/homoiousion debates of the fourth century, a single 
letter) threaten to destroy a centuries-old confession of the Creator-god as eternally 
Father, son, and spirit.

Summary

it is tempting to try to see “Trinitarian” expressions in the second and third centuries, 
though scholarship has now long been wary of anachronistically reading back 
Trinitarian expressions (by which we normally mean expressions and articulations 
of the post-nicene theological era) to periods that simply did not speak or think in 
such terms. This is a fair and valid concern, and prevents any number of misreadings 
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of statements from our earliest centuries. yet the fact that the early centuries did not 
speak of “The Trinity” in the same way as would later generations, does not mean that 
god was not perceived as a true Trinity of Father, son, and spirit. What is abundantly 
clear, across not only the second and third centuries, but even as far back as the first, 
is that the Christian confession of god, for all the variety of its earliest articulations 
and expressions, was consistent in its maintenance of god’s multiplicity-in-unity. The 
experience of the first Christian pentecost confirmed the apostles’ previous confession: 
that Jesus of galilee was son of the Father, who had sent his promised spirit. From 
this moment, the monotheism of the Christians was firmly established as something 
distinct from that of its Judaistic roots – roots now seen as prophetic of the triune 
mystery of Father, son, and spirit, established by this one god as the preparation for 
his full self-revelation in the incarnation of the son.
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The apostolic Fathers to the third century

J. A. McGuckin

The second and third centuries were a profoundly important and uniquely fertile 
period for the early church in terms of the manner in which it assessed and re-articu-
lated the evangelical and apostolic data it had received about Jesus. The Christology 
of this era has customarily commanded less attention than that given to the theologies 
of the new Testament, or to those of the fourth century or “golden age” of patristic 
christological thought. often the transitional age of the second and third centuries 
was regarded as disappointingly vague. scholars, alert to the deep subtleties of the 
new Testament literature, tended to feel it was an era of decline. it was generally 
regarded by protestant scholarship up to the twentieth century as an age which 
continued the falling off in inspirational quality characteristic of the later Catholic 
epistles, as compared with the evangelical or pauline materials. in this same period, 
Catholic patristic scholarship found these ancient writings relevant only insofar as 
they could provide the apologetic materials of a defense of eucharistic realism, or 
the antiquity of episcopal governance, or evidence in support of Roman primacy. 
Twentieth-century scholars repaired some of the neglect, but even so, still tended 
to look upon the second and third centuries as simply an antechamber for the more 
important patristic epochs that would follow, especially seeing the christological 
formulae of this time as “undeveloped” except when they tended to have an afterlife. 
By this notion of being theologically undeveloped or even defective, scholars usually, 
and anachronistically, almost always meant “not in line with” or “up to the standard 
of” classical nicene orthodoxy. on both counts, the Christology of these centuries 
seemed doubly enigmatic to commentators and was often passed over too quickly. 
perhaps of all ages, it is our own, with its recent and remarkable advances in genetics, 
that is in a position to reaffirm the significance of embryology as important for what it 
reveals in se and not merely for that which it adumbrates. if so, these centuries should 
rightly be looked at once more, not solely to judge them for how they “bridged” eras 
before and after, but particularly for what they had to say on their own terms.

The Christology of this time was undoubtedly in flux, as it was faced with the 
monumentally important task of correlating a biblical matrix of thought with the more 
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forensically focused concern of a now mainly gentile movement that was fast moving 
along the intellectual roads of systematization. The former had been cast in heavily 
semiticized poetic forms, while the latter sought out more spacious metaphysical 
horizons than those provided by late Jewish apocalypticism. in terms of the first, not 
only the scriptural record was in course of being collated, coordinated, and read in the 
light of its totality, but the accumulation of teaching that the record contained as to 
the person and work of Jesus was now being carefully scrutinized and set out as “First 
principles” of a coherent Christology. The church’s confession of its faith in Jesus 
was no longer merely being expressed as a doxological element of its prayer, but was 
more and more being applied as the foundation of its advancing soteriology. in terms 
of the second, the evangelical statements of Jesus’ saving acts and his glorification by 
the Father were being developed out of their original biblical eschatological matrix. 
While they would never cease to be charged with eschatological meaning, they were 
now reassessed in terms of a more hellenistically conceived metaphysical backcloth. 
The gnostic crisis was certainly one of the major force-fields that account for this, 
though it was a tendency already witnessed in the trajectory of the biblical record. The 
universal metaphysical scope of John 1:18, Colossians 1:15–20, and ephesians 1:9–14 
(3:9–13), for example, shows the movement of thought most clearly, across the span 
of the late first and early second centuries. This understanding of the exaltation of 
Jesus not simply as the reward of the suffering martyr (cf. acts 2:32–33, 36), but rather 
as the in-breaking of the eschaton, that is, the epiphany of the return of the lord of 
the Cosmos to his status as universal Benefactor after spending a time on earth as 
suffering pedagogue among a race that needed redemption and rescue.

Today we might sum up this intellectual movement that characterizes the second 
and third centuries in a threefold manner. First, it was a theology that re-expressed 
deep eschatology in metaphysical terms. second, it made soteriological thought, based 
on a Wisdom- and logos-Christology of redemptive paideia, into the dominant motif. 
Finally, it increasingly sought to clarify the details of the relation between god’s 
eternal being and the historical acts of his redemptive love, especially as this intimate 
conjunction of eternal and temporal was manifested in the person and work of Jesus. 
it is easy, perhaps, to sum it up so forensically and succinctly in such a manner. But 
one must recall that these achievements were being accomplished theoretically in 
a community which still lacked an extensive technical vocabulary, an established 
tradition of schools and teachers, and even a commonly agreed canon of scripture. in 
short, it was the achievement of these early centuries to set most of these things into 
place. Thereafter, the Christology of these centuries was further shaped and advanced 
by two other predominant forces, acting in their own turn, almost like fields of energy.

The first was the increasing specificity of Christian biblical interpretation. The 
second was the increasing rate at which Christianity produced insightful theolo-
gians and philosophers who turned their attention towards clarifying their religious 
tradition, and who often read one another carefully. in relation to the first of these 
energy fields, the late second to third centuries witness the Christians moving away 
from a generic use of scripture, initially meaning only the old Testament, as if it 
were a form of illustration or decoration of an argument. The use of scripture in 
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this antique sense can still be witnessed in many of the apostolic Fathers, where 
it is brought into an argument in the form of “proof texts” that might advance or 
clarify an argument. scriptural stories are alluded to rather than single verses. The 
stories themselves tended to be valued as types or prefigurements of other stories 
about Jesus. But as the concept of the precedence of the new Testament took shape 
with the evangelical evidence assuming the role of a lens of interpretation over all 
other scriptural forms, this broad liturgical-narrative approach to scripture gave way 
to a different sense of the coherence of the whole scriptural mystery. now the old 
Testament was increasingly seen to be opened up by the new, and all together was 
“organized” in terms of how they were made coherent by reference to the focal story of 
Jesus’ redemption of the cosmos. By the time the third century was well under way, the 
twin foci of an increasing “collation” of all the biblical evidence to a single narrative, 
and the dwelling on the theme of cosmic salvation as the key evangelical message, 
can both be seen to have resolved into one. now, Christology itself had taken on the 
character of being a primary key to the interpretation of all scripture precisely as the 
story of cosmic redemption in and by Jesus.

it is abundantly clear that by the middle of the third century a revolution had 
taken place in the church’s approach to, and use of, its scriptural record. This massive 
change in hermeneutics also explains the acceleration of its christological sophisti-
cation at the end of the third century. in relation to the second of those energy fields 
we mentioned, some of the same thinkers who witness the change in exegetical style 
are those who specifically turn their attention to two issues in Christology. The issues 
are how Jesus of nazareth ought to be described (Christology as the doctrine of his 
person), and how his significance should be summarized (Christology as the doctrine 
of salvation achieved in the death and resurrection of the Redeemer). This movement 
takes place inexorably, though it cannot be presumed to develop coherently, from one 
author to another in this period. This chapter, therefore, will henceforward follow a 
methodology of looking chiefly at the second and third centuries through the lenses 
of some of the major protagonists who wrote during this period, and predominantly 
studying them with reference to their biblically based christological theories.

What the method of using great writers as our guides lacks, of course, is the sense 
of what the ordinary Christian bishop of the day thought about things. But more often 
than not, our record is silent as to such things, leaving these exceptional writers, 
faute de mieux, having to stand as our developmental guides for Christology in this 
era. We must be aware that their evidence is not necessarily “typical” of every church 
in all areas of the Christian world. some scholars have seized on this character of 
the diversity of early christological teaching to claim, without serious warrant, that 
there was no such thing as a standard of “apostolic doctrine” in the earliest churches, 
a concept to which such writers as irenaeus or Tertullian appeal strongly. That is a 
tendentious conclusion which it is not the place of such an article as this to address. 
suffice it to say that the writers that form the backbone of the second and third 
centuries are closely concerned with the notion of apostolic coherence, precisely 
because they work within the force-field of the twin patterns i have sketched out 
above. additionally, they are concerned with the pastoral charge of the communities 
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as a whole, as distinct from the gnostic magistri of the same eras, who are more 
concerned with the gathering in of an illuminated elite.

several among our authors clearly had the task of preaching at the Christian 
assemblies and so were de facto the archetypal theologians of the age. The “average 
preacher” of the time is undoubtedly more representative of the wider church of this 
era than the literati who survive for us, the latter being moved by their intellectual 
passion and/or controversies affecting their churches. But these less famous rhetors 
were non-writers in the main, and when one comes across them, their works give us 
a general flavor rather than specific “memorabilia.” Being representative and being 
intellectual are not incompatible things, of course, but the paschal sermon of melito 
of sardis suggests to the reader more of a “normal type” sermon of the age than, say, 
an exegetical work by the great origen a generation later. it is something of a surprise 
to find the arabian bishop heracleides arguing with origen (Dialogue with Heracleides) 
in the mid-third century that “the soul is the blood,” on the basis of a rather literalist 
understanding of the levitical prescriptions. But he might not have been so odd in 
terms of the general way scripture was approached in the ordinary class of provincial 
churches, and by bishops who were not as brilliant as origen. it is the theological 
writers however, while not always setting the agenda, who recognize the need for 
re-articulations of the faith of the churches in light of current questions. By and large, 
the Christian writers were very much aware of their main predecessors, and conscious 
of their relative strengths and defects. it would be the end of the fourth century before 
a workable theory of “patristic theology” would be in place among the Christians, but 
long before that the Christian intelligentsia had a lively sense of their own distinct 
biblical heritage, and who were the chief writers among them who had responded to 
it. many had, for that very reason, also assumed the sacred mantle of the martyr.

let this be enough to say, then, that a sketch of some of the main writers among 
these theologians still has its merits as a method. each of them adds his own specific 
contribution, but is also part of a collective “attitude” that can be taken as an 
authentic sounding of the Christianity of the era. nowhere is that more true than 
of our first set of protagonists known as the apostolic Fathers, because they were the 
first who emerged as the post-new Testament theologians. in some cases they were 
contemporary with the later strata of writings that made it into the canon of the new 
Testament.

The Apostolic Fathers

The diverse group of second-century writers known, from the seventeenth century 
onwards, as the apostolic Fathers, are so designated to distinguish them from the 
“apostolic authors” who were the writers of new Testament literature. Chief among 
them are the theologians: Clement of Rome, ignatius of antioch, hermas, polycarp 
of smyrna, papias of hierapolis, as well as the authors of the Letter of Barnabas, the 
Letter to Diognetus, and Second Clement. The (anonymous) author of the Didache is also 
traditionally included in this group.1 The apostolic Fathers are immensely important 
for the understanding of the formation of the earliest Christian communities, but were 
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relatively neglected by the post-nicene church because they were so very different in 
form and style to current interests in theology.

The nicene age, caught up in its own whirl of controversies, did not find their 
writings to be especially illuminating. They generally belonged to the antique world 
of the house church or the incipient rise of the monarchical bishops, and were 
frequently concerned with moral encouragement of the faithful from the perspective 
of a deeply eschatological outlook. The Christology of the apostolic Fathers shows 
a deeply biblical inspiration that is still predominantly poetic in style. The eschato-
logical matrix heavily conditions their christological understanding. The parousia of 
the lord is felt among them to be close at hand. his vindication of the just, especially 
the suffering martyrs, is a powerful source of hope for the church. This hope gives the 
theme of victory an especially important place in their theology. Christ’s ministry and 
passion is often read as a hero’s endurance of the pains of battle, in order to enter into 
the glorious acclaim of his King and Father, bringing spoils of victory to the faithful.

Between ce 88–97, Clement was one of the presiding leaders of the Roman 
Christians and his words carried weight throughout the mediterranean church. his 
letter to the Corinthians was occasioned by turmoil over leadership that occurred in 
greece in the time of domitian’s persecution. in this letter, Clement’s Christology is 
unreflective but, for that reason, none the less revealing. he binds himself by an oath 
to god, invoking him as Father, son, and spirit.2 he appeals for the church to be a 
mimesis of the divine unity, for, “have we not,” he says, “one god, and one Christ, 
and one spirit of grace poured out upon us?”3 Clement gives evidence of what has 
for a long while been described as the theme of spirit-Christology in the pre-nicene 
Church. it is a vague and dubiously unhelpful concept, but it indicates the way in 
which there is a readiness among these early writers to synthesize the roles of the Word 
of god and the spirit of grace. Fourth-century Trinitarianism, after the acute clarifi-
cation of nicene Christology, will keep a clear distinction where the apostolic Fathers 
are more fluid. For Clement, Christ is the pre-existent divine Word who has spoken in 
the scriptures. he is the “scepter” in the hand of god, the instrument through which 
god the Father has exercised majesty on this earth, noting once again the theme of 
the victory, and through whom god receives the acclamation of the church. Clement 
understands Christ as “the Way by which we have found salvation, the high priest of 
our offering,” and it is through him (again evoking the theology of the letter to the 
hebrews) “that we are enabled to gaze up into the heights of heaven.”4

Second Clement is a very early Christian homily based on isaiah 54:1.5 here, the 
victory of Christ has made the gentiles into the people of god. Christ is the joy of the 
church, the cause of its heavenly election. The author tells his congregation simply 
to “think of Jesus Christ as of god; as Judge of the living and the dead.”6 he is the 
savior and “through him we have come to know the Father of Truth.”7 The author 
sees the Word as pre-existent divine spirit, who, in history and for the salvation of a 
people, came to earth in fleshly form. he also shows Trinitarian patterns in his work 
(not precluded in the apostolic Fathers’ spirit-Christology), as when he envisages the 
divine spirit, who is with god alongside the Word, as an archetype of the heavenly 
Church.8 While the obscurity and “untied ends” of the doctrine of god will cause 
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puzzlement to later generations trying to bring clarity and systematic order into 
the church’s Trinitarian theology, the two authors of the Clementine literature are 
nevertheless clear enough in their understanding that the appearance of Christ was a 
radical epiphany of divine spirit into the world, an incarnation of the Word for the 
cause of the salvation and election of a new people of god. as such, they see Christ 
as the high priest of the church, and his earthly career as the symbol of his supreme 
eschatological victory.

The author of the Letter of Barnabas, composed in alexandria circa 130, was 
concerned with apologetical arguments against the Jewish community who had criti-
cized Christian doctrine. in a generic appeal for simple faith among the believers, he 
nevertheless demonstrates some of the basic axioms of his community’s creed. Christ 
is the making visible of the invisible godhead;9 and he who came into the world 
did not become son of god at that point, but was the son of god even before the 
creation of the world.10 For Barnabas, Christ is the “lord of the whole world”11 and 
came into the cosmos as the eschatological crisis of god; “that he might recapitulate 
the fulfillment of the sins of those who had persecuted his prophets to the death.”12 
he came into this world precisely that he might destroy death and manifest the power 
of resurrection. The lord of the end-time is thus the vindicator of all the blood of the 
righteous, including the present generation of suffering saints. his victory constitutes 
their salvation, their gathering together around him, and their gift of life. For these 
teachers, Christ is the savior not simply because of what he has done, but also for who 
he is.

ignatius of antioch (35–107), in a dossier of letters he wrote to various churches 
that lay on his route as a prisoner of faith from asia minor to Rome, is an important 
witness to the episcopal theology of one of the largest Christian communities of the 
early second century. his Christology is again based on the twofold pattern of new 
Testament confession: one Christ who is flesh and spirit (human and divine), and 
who saves humanity by his heroic fidelity. ignatius loves to express the concept in 
dense antitheses: “There is one physician, composed of flesh and spirit, generate and 
ingenerate, god in man, true life in death, from mary and from god, first passible, 
then impassible, Jesus Christ our lord.”13 his sense of the importance of the fleshly 
commitment of the heavenly lord (strikingly anti-gnostic in tonality and intent) is 
brought out in rhetorical paradoxes such as: “the blood of god,”14 “the sufferings of 
my god,”15 and “god himself conceived by mary.”16 ignatius clearly witnesses to a 
faith in Jesus as the divine son of god, and savior of the world who effects salvation 
through his sufferings in the flesh. he calls Jesus “our god,”17 and says by this he means 
he is the “god who came in the flesh.”18 it is possible that he envisaged the divinity, 
until the time of the incarnation, as “indistinguishable” (or unable to be internally 
specified, which may be just another way to say that his Trinitarian theology is still 
unelaborated) after which point the “sonship” was then manifested historically.19 he 
also clearly presumes that this faith in the divinity of the lord Jesus is the “standard 
faith” of the Christian communities of the near east. his episcopal leaders call upon 
these communities to defend it against those who would separate the divinity from the 
material world (presumably gnostic elements in the communities), whose Christology 
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he characterizes as essentially “docetic,” that is refusing the reality of the fleshly 
existence of the heavenly lord.

This pattern of “spirit-Christology” in the apostolic Fathers is witnessed again 
in the theologian hermas. he was possibly a captive Jewish priest from the Roman 
war of the first century, brought to Rome as a slave, and functioning as a prophet 
in the Roman Christian communities, while serving in the Christian household of 
a wealthy mistress. his theological thought is deeply eschatological. many, even in 
antiquity, thought him strange and obscure. his writings are conceived in a visionary 
and ecstatic manner, and represent the last stages of the active era of prophets in 
early Christian worship. hermas’s theological goals are different to those of the 
bishop ignatius. he is overwhelmed by the need to call the church to repentance 
and submission to the authority of the one Father. he describes Jesus as the vehicle 
for the “holy pre-existent spirit” indwelling him.20 his flesh cooperated so faithfully 
with the work of god’s spirit that it was promoted “to be a partner with holy spirit.” 
many interpreters have been greatly puzzled by the question of hermas’s binitari-
anism or trinitarianism. did he believe in the Father, the holy spirit who was himself 
the eternal son, and the servant Jesus who was elevated to glory in an adoptionist 
sense? it is always better in his work, however, to translate “holy spirit” without the 
definite article, as meaning a close approximation to what later Christian genera-
tions would mean by divine status and energy, what theologians after Tertullian and 
origen would describe as “divine nature.” like ignatius, hermas seems to be teaching 
that the pre-existent son descended to work for the salvation of the world through 
the incarnate servant Jesus. he expresses himself inconsistently from time to time in 
his writings, and cannot be counted as confident a theologian as some of the other 
apostolic Fathers. nevertheless, he puts the main argument dramatically enough in 
this way: “god caused holy pre-existent spirit, that which created all the cosmos, to 
dwell in flesh that he had desired.”21 his stress, however, is on the mediation of the 
lord Jesus, and the supreme authority of god the Father. The looseness of many of the 
elements of the apostolic Fathers’ Christology, especially this aspect of the unspec-
ified nature of the divine relations of Father and son and spirit, were to be the main 
reason the later generation of theologians sharpened their discourse considerably. The 
immediately succeeding generation of the church witnessed a marked elevation of 
theological thought, and combined with it a great effort to make theological language 
more precise. This era is known as the time of the apologists.

Irenaeus of Lyons

The most important writer who serves as the bridge between the apostolic Fathers 
and the apologists is irenaeus (c. 135–200). originally from smyrna, he studied at 
Rome before becoming a presbyter, and later bishop, of the church at lyons. his 
community was disturbed by gnostic teachers, a context that drew out from his pen 
an extensive apologia of the “norms” of Christian theology. These were established by 
Christian custom (he is an important advocate of tradition in theology), sober biblical 
exegesis (albeit of a highly symbolic form as it would strike the modern reader), 
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the habitual forms of prayer and liturgy that had been accepted in the majority 
churches, and not least by cautious and conservative pastoral episcopal guidance. his 
theological work established patterns of Christian thought and administration which 
became constitutive for later catholic orthodoxy. his major work was the five-volume 
tractate Against Heresies (Adversus Haereses) in which he reviewed and contradicted 
gnostic theological systems. his anti-gnostic agenda led irenaeus to emphasize the 
unity of god, his profound involvement with the material order, and to posit both 
these ideas as the essence of the principle of salvation. From them followed his central 
christological principles: that the Christ was one and the same, both flesh and eternal 
spirit seamlessly united, and that thus the gnostic and docetic teachers who wished 
to make a radical separation between the flesh and the spirit were fundamentally 
misguided.22

irenaeus affirmed the sacramentality of the world as a gift of god the Father and 
elaborated a theory, based on paul, of the recapitulation (anakephalaiosis) of human 
destiny in the person (and flesh) of Christ. Just as Christ sums up the whole cosmos in 
his divine and human person, so mankind is liberated from sin and death, and restored 
to a divine destiny. his achievement, theologically speaking, is that cosmology is 
now presented as seamlessly integrated with soteriology, making his writing the first 
major patristic elaboration of the theology of deification (theosis) which will become 
so important later. his insistence that Christ was both truly god and truly man would 
become a key element of later classical theology.23 precisely because the lord assumed 
flesh, the fallen nature of humankind was enabled to be lifted up again to god’s favor.24 
in his teaching that all the divine epiphanies of the old Testament were manifesta-
tions of the eternal logos (the same who eventually became man), irenaeus set the 
foundation for rendering all scripture into christological raw material. he thus trans-
figures the entire theology of biblical revelation by making it wholly christocentric. 
This was a major achievement in which he prefigured the great origen of alexandria, 
and set the tone for all subsequent patristic exegesis.

The Greek Apologists

after irenaeus, Christian theology seems to speed up and deepen its level of reflection, 
a factor that characterizes the era between the middle of the second century and the 
beginning of the third. This is the time of the apologists. it is a collective title of the 
theologians whose concern was largely with making a reasoned defense (or apologia) 
of the Christian faith before outsiders who were now taking note in a hostile way of 
the nascent Christian movement. The main writers of this group were aristides, Justin 
martyr, Tatian, athenagoras, Theophilus, minucius Felix, Tertullian, and lactantius. 
apart from their specific apologetic work of trying to present Christianity as worthy of 
being regarded as a “licit religion” in Roman terms, they also give interesting sidelights 
on the early form of pre-nicene Christology. many of them elaborate Christianity’s 
first reflections on metaphysics, cultural theology, and cosmology. The greatest of 
them are Justin, Tertullian, and lactantius. Justin martyr offers rare insights on the 
earliest form of liturgy. Writers such as Tertullian and lactantius begin to sketch out 



J.  a. mCguCKin

264

the basis of Christian systematic and political theology, though Theophilus was one of 
the first to elaborate a technical terminology for the doctrine of the Trinity. generally 
speaking, the apologists’ enthusiasm for logos-Christology led to the predominance 
of that scheme of thought in later Christianity.

Justin martyr (Christian convert c. 132, martyred c. 165) describes the church 
as the community of those devoted to the logos, or reason of god. The creative 
logos had put a germinative seed of truth (logos spermatikos) in all hearts and had 
incarnated in the person of Jesus within history to reconcile all lovers of the truth 
in a single school of divine sophistry. For Justin, Christianity is the summation and 
fulfillment of all human searching for truth. his First Apology, therefore, sets out to 
prove the divinity of Jesus, for the benefit of pagans, from the venerable and antique 
prophecies of the old Testament.25 similarly in his work addressed to Jewish readers 
he elaborates a central argument that the Christian worship of Jesus is no dilution 
of monotheism, but rather its refinement.26 ancient schools of philosophy shared a 
common vocabulary of principles, especially turning around the central notions of 
logos and nomos. The first term signified wisdom, both divine and human, which was 
germinally within the deepest recesses of the human mind and heart. This was the 
case because it had been gifted to mankind by the beneficence of supreme Being. 
The second term signified the search for moral norms understood as the springs of the 
pattern of truth on earth. Justin and lactantius are most concerned to argue that, in 
Christ, religion and wisdom are reconciled: worship and philosophy become one and 
the same thing in the Christian church.

Justin reaffirms the basic concept of the son of god as eternal, the divine wisdom 
personified, who came to earth to save a failing race.27 The incarnation was the 
supreme act of a salvific revelation that had been prefigured in other epiphanies of 
the logos throughout human history.28 his special merit as a theologian is found in 
the way he insists that the divine being of the son is not merely a temporary “form” 
of the revelation of the Father, but an everlasting aspect of the very divinity, that 
makes of the son the one supreme mediator of all truth and of the divine presence.29 
all that human seeking after the truth discovered laboriously in times past is now 
here, in Christ, presented to humanity full, complete, and in essence. it is nothing 
other than the life the world has been seeking after throughout history, now given 
to it as a grace.30 Justin’s combination of soteriological logos thought, with this 
remarkably universalist sense of Christ’s summation of all human history, will become 
an important influence (along with irenaeus’s theology) on the work of origen, who 
will synthesize these ideas and bring them to a systematic clarity in the middle of the 
next century.

Early Latin theology

so far it has clearly been the greek-speaking Christian world that has had the edge 
in theological reflection. The first great latin thinker was Tertullian (c. 160–225), 
a convert from north africa, whose work established a technical latin Christian 
vocabulary. he devoted a brilliant and pugnacious legal mindset to the service of 
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the church in the era of persecutions. he composed a series of works attacking the 
docetic ideas of the gnostics and the dualism of marcion (Against Marcion, Against 
Hermogenes, The Resurrection of the Flesh, The Flesh of Christ). his central theme was 
that Christ’s incarnation was a true material reality, one that sacramentally vindi-
cated the goodness of the material world, and gave the promise of true resurrection 
to believers. his work Against Praxeas set out the foundations for what would become 
the latin doctrine of the Trinity, shaped by the main lines of greek logos theology. 
here he shows how modalism (the spirit and son as temporary “forms” of the being 
of the Father) is unscriptural, and no true defense of monotheism. his treatise sets out 
to explain how the Word and spirit emanate as distinct persons from the Father, all 
possessing the same nature. his approach to Christology understood natures in the 
sense of legal possessions, which set latin thought on a long path: Christ possesses two 
natures, but is only one person.

another important western theologian was the Roman presbyter hippolytus 
(170–236); although he wrote in greek, which was still the language of the Christians 
of the capital. in his writing we see the final ascent of the logos theology which 
would dominate the whole Christian world from then on. in most respects he follows 
the earlier apologists in his understanding of the logos as having been extrapolated 
from the divine monad for the purpose of creation and salvation. Justin and irenaeus 
are his masters, and in some respects he does not go beyond them, being more repre-
sentative of the second century than the third. his context, however, pressed him to 
new things, for he felt it incumbent on him to demonstrate that the antique and often 
unreflecting monarchianism could not longer go unchallenged. monarchianism, with 
its insistence that the Father and son are different names for different processes within 
the godhead, an idea still prevalent in the communities, was inherently inferior to the 
logos theology he espoused as more faithful to the pauline and Johannine teachings 
on Christ the divine Wisdom.

For hippolytus (following Theophilus of alexandria’s teachings) the logos was 
at first immanent (endiathetos) in the divine monad, then became the emitted word 
(prophorikos) in the process of Creation, and finally was the incarnate word (ensarkos) 
in the economy of salvation. in his spacious soteriology, hippolytus follows irenaeus’s 
concept of salvation as recapitulation, whereby Christ assumes flesh to reverse the 
damage caused by adam and restore immortality to the human race. historically 
hippolytus was important, for after him no theologian could unreflectively use 
language that suggested Father, son, and spirit were interchangeable designations in 
the godhead. he underscored that the personal titles of Father and logos manifested 
personal, hypostatic, distinctions of an eternal order. Certain christological formulae 
emerge with hippolytus that will shape the thought of generations to come. not least 
it consists of the image that occurs in his work of the logos clothing himself with 
flesh out of a motive of love. he also sees the logos becoming true man (not a mere 
manifestation of human form) and the logos dwelling within his own flesh as the 
godhead within its temple, as “one and the same son of god incarnate.”31
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Third-century Logos theology

The highest form of the logos theology in the third century, however, is indisputably 
found in the works of two master theologians from alexandria: Clement (150–215) 
and origen (186–255). These two, and especially the latter, dominated the christo-
logical thought of all who came after them, even those who lamented the extent of 
their influence. Both theologians were influenced by the Jewish philosopher philo who 
had shown them a pattern of a holistic and logo-centric manner of interpreting the 
scriptures. The scriptures became a vast and all-encompassing story of how the divine 
Wisdom set about the salvation of the human race through teaching it the paths of 
righteous behavior (paideia Christology). in Clement’s treatise Christ the Educator 
(Paedagogus), the incarnation of the divine Wisdom is the ultimate act of embodied 
demonstration (endeixis) on the part of the divine teacher for the salvific re-education 
of a race that had gone astray. Christ sums up and perfects endless generations of 
human progress to the good through philosophy and ethics. Christ is the telos, or goal, 
to which all human culture and aspiration has been wending.

origen’s genius was to take that central idea and make it the driving force of a 
massive system of the theology of salvation. he saw all things (especially the scrip-
tures that demonstrated this teaching in symbolic form) as witnesses to the manner in 
which the divine logos stood at the center of a great cosmic movement of the ascent 
of creation to the invisible Father. his Christology is scattered over a massive amount 
of treatises and biblical commentaries, and is not always concisely and coherently 
presented. But overall its magnificent architecture presented a vision of a creation 
that had emanated from the logos itself, as a purely spiritual order. The world of 
created souls (psychai) fell from the meaning of their being (the contemplation of 
the unapproachable godhead of the Father through the imagistic mediation of the 
logos) in a pre-cosmic cataclysm. The material world was created as a result of the 
fall, in order to house these once great spirits who had fallen from the vision of god 
(a “cooling off”), having become alienated from god. now psychic creation was 
composed of three orders of being: the angels who remained faithful, the rebel spirits 
whose rehabilitation was cast aside and who remained in enmity to god, and the 
fallen spirits who had been sent for remedial punishment to earth as embodied souls 
(the human race). The logos, who had once formed the perfect vision of beauty and 
meaning for all these souls, still yearned to aid their ascent back to spiritual enlight-
enment and perfection. This ascent would be communion with the logos, beginning 
in the material order, but passing beyond it to a state when the fallen souls could be 
progressively purified so as to ascend to clearer vision and more exalted states of being.

in suggesting this large scheme of salvation, origen had put at the core of theology 
this mystical Christology of loving communion and paideia. he had also alarmed 
many more simple believers by fusing biblical language and symbolism of the fall, 
with ideas of pre-existent psychic being, and pre-temporal lapsarianism. his bishop, 
demetrios of alexandria, was so alarmed at the publication of the treatise On First 
Principles, where many of these ideas were first sketched out, that he initiated the 
condemnation of origen (then a layman) as a gnosticizing heretic. even though the 
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episcopate of palestine supported origen, and admitted him into the clergy, encour-
aging his emergence as an internationally recognized theologian, for the rest of his 
life he would have problems establishing his credentials as a “traditionalist” thinker 
in harmony with the wider church. The fourth century would take most of the archi-
tecture of his Christology, but the elements it would choose to jettison would also be 
determinative of most of the bitter arguments over orthodoxy that racked the church 
in what has come to be known as the arian crisis.

The main frame of this origenian Christology was to be treasured by the church, 
such as the vision of the logos of god ever active, like a “hound of heaven” to seek 
out the lost souls in the cosmos and restore them to their former glory. however, 
many of the details of his speculations were to be jettisoned. one of these problematic 
aspects was the notion of the logos’s distinction from Jesus as the son of god. The 
“becoming flesh” was simply an ontological impossibility for origen. logos is pure 
spirit and could never become flesh in the common understanding of that notion. if 
scripture seemed to suggest that contradiction, it was because the reader had misin-
terpreted a symbol simplistically. spirit, or rather souls (pre-existent psychic being), 
could certainly become flesh. The pre-temporal fall of the rebellious souls (you and 
i who now constitute the human race, but were once part of the entourage of the 
divine logos and equals of the angels) proved the peculiar fact that souls could 
become enfleshed. But for the logos, this was never a possibility. so it was that, despite 
the yearning of the logos to redeem and rescue fallen psychai on earth, his plan to 
come among them as a teacher in the flesh, and work their education from out of a 
fleshly medium, could not happen – unless a medium presented itself to resolve the 
ontological dilemma. This, for origen, is where the great soul Jesus entered into the 
schema. While most of the souls on earth fell there as a punishment, origen believed 
that some (certain of the prophets such as malachi – whose name “my angel” gives 
the clue – also John the Baptist, and the virgin mary, for example) came down from 
a motive of altruistic love, in emulation of their master the divine logos. of all the 
souls who had fallen, or slipped away from the primeval communion with the logos 
which was established in the original making of the souls as a heavenly circle, one 
soul had, over aeons, never fallen but entered even deeper into communion with the 
master, so as to form a perfect communion with him. it was this pre-existent soul, 
Jesus, who volunteered to come down to earth, be incarnate, and stand as the living 
medium (both physical and spiritual) of the presence of the divine logos, historically 
and concretely on earth.32

The logos, as origen understood it, was thus perfectly one with the humanity of 
Jesus, but not related to it directly, rather in a mediated, spiritual way, through his 
most perfect communion with the soul of Jesus. origen’s theoretical pursuit of the 
details of how this could be, marks a christological advance on all who had come 
before him. For him, the union of godhead and flesh is no mere association but a “true 
union,” something he even calls a “mingling” (anakrasis).33 he points out the gospel’s 
authority for calling the incarnation a union, not a correlation such as that which 
might be thought to be descriptive of the Word’s inhabitation of a saint or prophet.34 
For origen, it is an intimate relation of godhead and humanity that even deifies the 
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flesh of Jesus, but one in which the proper characteristics of each nature (divinity and 
humanity) need to be attributed precisely. The logos does not suffer the experiences 
of the body or the soul.35 This is the human lot which the soul Jesus has assumed for 
itself on being born into material creation.36

The aftermath of Origen

This is a theory which is almost peculiar to origen himself and often overlooked, 
but it was never to be accepted as standard in later Christian thought, and had little 
precedent to justify it. But for origen it explained how Jesus could be the incarnation 
of the divine logos, without involving the perfection of divine spirit in the tempo-
ralities and limitations of the material order. many of the intractable problems of 
fourth-century Christology (was Jesus the son of god the direct personal incarnation 
of the logos? was he ensouled? was he truly human as other men are?) derive from 
the manner in which origen had thus set the christological agenda to run along 
these tracks. on the one hand, origen strongly affirmed the existence and purpose of 
a soul in the incarnate lord, thus articulating an important christological principle 
that gregory of nazianzus would later repeat and canonize: “What was not assumed, 
was not healed.” But it also has to be remembered that he distanced the logos from 
the incarnation by inserting the mediation of another psychic subject altogether, the 
great psyche Jesus (who was not the logos but an elevated creature of the logos). The 
polarities of this problem, commonly known as the issue of christological ensoulment, 
were to haunt all the fourth century.

despite its peculiarities of detail, the main outline of origen’s christological vision 
seized the imagination of later theologians. logos theology became the undoubted 
core of almost all christological thought henceforth in Christian antiquity. The 
immense skill of origen’s biblical philosophy demonstrated a dazzling way of making 
all biblical revelation logo-centric. moreover, he did it in a manner that was clearly 
a simple and direct soteriology of paideia. origen made his theory of all cosmic life as 
the yearning of the logos to re-educate his fallen creation into a story that was not 
only vastly metaphysical and stunning in its dimensions, but something that was also 
tender, loving, and intimately understandable. origen had made Christology into the 
universal clearing house of all Christian theological thought. he ultimately translated 
it as the plan of the logos to cause all souls to ascend on high once more, so as to enjoy 
his communion, and in that to discover the life-giving vision of god. origen made 
Christology into a mysticism of love, and for all his defects, this fiery vision was to 
set the tone of most of what was to come in the fertile generation that followed, that 
is, the fourth and fifth centuries in which Christology came into its classical maturity 
through so many vicissitudes.
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RedempTion

James D. Ernest

The engine powering the spread of Christianity across ethnic and geographical 
boundaries in the early centuries was the proclamation of what the god of israel had 
done in the death and exaltation of the Jewish teacher and healer Jesus – called by 
his followers “Christ” (messiah) – to bring salvation to all peoples. evidence – literary 
and otherwise – surviving from that period shows that this salvation was depicted as 
a redemption (buying back or ransoming) of people from a situation of bondage to sin 
and evil powers, to decay and death. his triumph could rescue them from their defeat. 
That, very broadly speaking, was the gospel Christians proclaimed. precisely how they 
described the situation from which people needed redeeming, how they accounted for 
the ability of Jesus to redeem them, what response they believed was required from 
the redeemed, and what future they foresaw as the goal of redemption varied across 
times and places. all this depended on the religious, social, economic, political, and 
philosophical background and situation of the hearers and of the Christian teachers 
who addressed them. These teachers primarily derived an overarching narrative of 
redemption and a conceptual vocabulary for its further elaboration from evolving 
Christian interpretation of the scriptures of israel, oral tradition deriving from Christ 
and his earlier followers, gospels and letters that had become or were in the process 
of becoming Christian scripture, and from evolving Christian practices pertaining to 
worship and ministry. Bringing these narrative, conceptual, and practical resources 
into conversation with the variegated traditions, concepts, and practices of the 
larger greco-Roman world, they adapted the gospel of redemption to multiple new 
contexts. The result, from our vantage point, is a potentially bewildering complex 
of diverging and converging, contrasting yet intermingling, accounts of redemption. 
This complexity defeats any simplistic attempt to represent in a single pure generali-
zation “what the early church taught” about redemption. But many of the competing 
accounts came to complementary expression through voices that participated together 
in a network of living communities which in fact were, and were becoming, one 
institutional church, while other voices and their accounts were coming to be seen as 
irreconcilable with the larger community and its discourse of salvation. Therefore it is 
possible to discern a coherent pattern of teaching.

But where to begin, and how to proceed? a strictly chronological organization of 
the material would be frustrated by the way in which alternative motifs and themes 
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travel together and separately across the decades and centuries. instead, the approach 
taken here is of a thematic nature. an opening section will focus on what remained 
the central symbol of redemption for the apostle paul: the cross of Christ. The cross is 
a good case study in the unity and diversity of early Christian teaching, because even 
this key symbol was susceptible of diverse interpretations – some of which flowed into 
ongoing church tradition, while others (some of which are highlighted below) were 
set aside as heterodox. a second section opens into a broader panorama by sketching 
strands of teaching and practice that connect with various stages in the narrative of 
the Redeemer. a third and final section sums up from the perspective of the story of 
the redeemed, considered individually and in community.

The sign of the cross

The centrality of the cross in the accomplishment of redemption is acknowledged in 
a backhanded way even in quarters where actual crucifixion was disdained. according 
to irenaeus, the valentinians claimed that when paul said that the teaching about the 
cross is the power of god, and that he would never glory in anything but the cross, 
the cross he was talking about was none other than the high-level principle that they 
called horos (limit). They said that in its supporting function it is called horos, but in 
its dividing or separating function it is called stauros (cross).1 Related is a revelation 
of Christ described in the Acts of John, where the apostle, witnessing the apparent 
crucifixion of his lord on a cross of wood, is drawn aside into a nearby cave where 
the lord himself shows him a cross of light which he says is also called logos, mind, 
Jesus, Christ, door, way, bread, seed, resurrection, son, father, spirit, life, truth, faith, 
and grace.2 here “cross” becomes synonymous with the entire Johannine vocabulary 
of Christ and salvation  – it becomes everything but the locus of real redemptive 
suffering, as the lord says he has actually “suffered none of those things which they 
will say of me” and the apostle goes his way laughing at the gullible. For paul, the 
wooden cross is an indispensable and highly significant prop in the drama of salvation; 
in gnostic transformation it is a red herring – a deception and diversion.

For believers of a docetic or gnostic bent, the heightened symbolic force of the 
cross replaces its painful and offensive original meaning. such a strategy has obvious 
value, given that for Jews and gentiles alike crucifixion was the ultimate humili-
ation, signifying utter abandonment by god or the gods. But others explored the 
symbolism of the cross expansively without denying the lord’s suffering. Thus in the 
Acts of Peter, when the apostle is about to be crucified, he tells onlooking believers 
that the real cross is not that which is visible; but he goes on to embrace his own 
actual crucifixion (upside down for symbolic reasons) on a real cross.3 and perhaps 
more convincingly anti-docetic than the peter story is the insistence of ignatius of 
antioch on the real suffering of Jesus Christ, nailed in the flesh to a wooden cross 
at a particular juncture in history.4 The participation of Christians in their lord’s 
suffering might be metaphorical or sacramental, or it might also be imitative and 
actual, as in the cases of peter and ignatius. in any event, Christ’s own crucifixion 
was actual.
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early Christians explored deepened meanings of the cross along several dimen-
sions. Reaching back into the textual archives of Jewish faith, they found the cross 
prefigured in texts similarly exploited in the new Testament, such as the serpent 
lifted up in the wilderness for the healing of all who would gaze upon it,5 and in rather 
obvious additional passages, such as exodus 17:8–13, where, in what would otherwise 
be a losing battle, the saving power of god becomes and remains effective when moses 
assumes and holds a cruciform posture.6 But they also found prefigurement in cases 
requiring greater ingenuity, such as the assertion that we can see that circumcision 
looks forward to the lord from the fact that the male householders circumcised by 
abraham at the first instance of the rite were 318 in number: the number 318 equals 
10 + 8 + 300, in greek writing iota plus eta plus tau; the letter combination iota–eta 
abbreviates the name of Jesus; and the letter tau is written in the shape of a cross.7 
again, the wood of the cross is prefigured in a whole series of biblical objects: the rod 
used in various ways by moses, aaron’s rod that budded, the tree planted by the waters 
in psalm 1, the rod and the staff of psalm 23, and the stick that elijah cast upon the 
water in order to float the sunken ax-head.8 The assertion of these and other types 
constituted so many stitches whereby the cross of Christ was sewn into the fabric 
of the hebrew scriptures, making the point that the whole history of god’s saving 
intervention in the history of israel anticipates and is completed in what happened 
on the cross. The directionality of the intertextual control is highlighted starkly when 
ignatius of antioch, responding to interlocutors who appealed to the (old Testament) 
scriptures as the indispensable basis and criterion of Christian teaching, points rather 
to the cross, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ: the cross is the canon according 
to which the “archives” are interpreted rather than vice versa.9

early Christians also found the cross figuratively present in many artifacts of 
common human culture: the mast of a ship, the plow, various tools, and the military 
ensign.10 unlike the biblical “types,” these pointers to the cross appeal universally, to 
gentiles as well as Jews. ignatius drew a similar artifact into a word-picture evoking 
the early Christian portrayal of salvation as incorporation into a holy structure: the 
cross is the crane that uses the rope of the holy spirit to lift up believers, individual 
stones being built into a temple.11 The cross thus becomes a prop in the enactment 
of the drama of salvation in the life of each believer. The theme of incorporation or 
actualization links this usage to the sign of the cross as executed in Christian worship 
(whether in gathered cult or in the course of everyday life), as when an early syrian 
Christian poet has the believer approach the lord with hands stretched out because 
“my extension is the common cross, that was lifted up on the way of the Righteous 
one.”12

The cosmic projection of the cross noted above in gnostic sources has analogies in 
mainstream authors who connect the effects of the cross with its shape. noting plato’s 
indication of the role of the greek letter chi in the formation of the cosmos,13 which he 
identifies as a borrowing from moses, Justin found the shape of the cross stamped into 
the universe.14 This monogram could indicate limiting or separating, as in gnostic 
usage, or it could indicate comprehending or embracing. Whereas the gnostic writer 
Theodotus saw the cross as separating the faithful from the unfaithful and excluding 
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the latter from the pleroma,15 irenaeus takes up the embracing function, indicating 
that the crucified son of god, inscribed crosswise on the universe, embraces north, 
south, east, and west, heights and depths, calling everyone everywhere to knowledge of 
the Father.16 more particularly, the cross brings together the two previously separated 
populations of the world – Jews and gentiles.17 Thus redemption brings about both 
vertical and horizontal reconciliation. Clement of alexandria brings the separating 
function of the cross down to earth in the separation of the soul from the pleasures of 
this life; the true gnostic is crucified to the world, thus following in the footsteps of 
Christ, and so becomes a holy of holies (i.e., is sanctified).18

if typological exegesis sites the cross everywhere in the history of salvation, and 
cosmic and shape-based readings explore its implications synchronically, early writers 
also found the cross inscribed in the future of redemption. in the Gospel of Peter, the 
cross follows the resurrected Jesus and the two accompanying angels from the tomb, 
and when the voice from heaven asks, “have you preached to those who sleep?” it 
is the cross that answers yes. so the cross has accompanied Jesus to the abode of the 
dead, and since Jesus and the angels are prodigiously tall, this episode may indicate 
not only the resurrection but also the ascension.19 at any rate, the tradition clearly 
associates the cross with the future return of Christ. evidently taking the “sign of the 
son of man” that matthew 24:30 says will appear in the heavens, heralding his return, 
to be the cross, the Epistle of the Apostles represents the lord as saying that the sign 
of the cross will precede him when he comes down to judge the living and the dead. 
other early apocalyptic works say the same.20

if this brief sketch were more fully filled out, we might find that in various sources 
the central emblem of redemption  – the cross  – points to all the variant elements 
of the narrative.21 The story is about god’s people israel, about individual believers, 
even the whole cosmos. The redeemed are recalled from death, sin, and alienation 
variously conceived. Their response involves a process of sanctification. Their future 
entails participation in the glory of the Redeemer as they have participated through 
baptism in his death.

Tracking the career of the Redeemer

if the cross is the central symbol and prop in the drama of redemption, the Redeemer 
himself is the chief protagonist, and tracing his story-within-the-story, as generally 
summarized in the evolving “rule of faith,” is one way to organize other elements 
that need to be mentioned. The following survey accordingly proceeds through the 
Redeemer’s descent, incarnation, life, death, descent to the realm of the dead, resur-
rection, ascension and session, and future return.22

Descent

noting the descent of the Redeemer to earth as a separate stage permits us to observe 
that the descent without the following stages does not yet provide a basis for a 
Christian idea of redemption. Complex gnostic cosmologies involving multiple levels 
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of intermediaries between the unknowable high god and humans share common-
alities with apocalyptic conceptions of the universe such as those found in the new 
Testament and in the Christian (or Christianized) pseudepigrapha, not to mention the 
more speculative soteriological ruminations of origen. apocalypticism in the world of 
Jesus did feature speculation on the identity and activity of angelic powers, good and 
evil, and the earthly effects of their doings. evil, rampant on earth, had its champions 
also in realms above and below, but god was good, powerful, and interested and would 
eventually set all things right. The goodness of the creator guaranteed the ultimate 
goodness of the creation. in The Ascension of Isaiah, the prophet sees the Beloved 
descend through the seven heavens, past their angelic denizens, to the firmament for 
the purpose of being hanged on a tree so that he may plunder the angel of death, rise, 
and ascend again, bearing up the righteous with himself.23 in the gnostic schemes, 
the Redeemer descends in order to remind those who bear the gnostic spark, and 
who in their captivity in the evil material realm have forgotten their true identity, of 
knowledge required for their ascent; but he does not die for them, rise, and lead them 
through life to glory after death.

Christian teachers who did know the subsequent stages nevertheless sometimes 
placed the greatest stress on the teaching and law-giving activities of Jesus – activities 
enabled by his descent with no necessary dependence on the remaining stages. 
anti-gnostic Christians were not opposed to revealed knowledge per se; they were 
opposed to esoteric knowledge, supposedly transmitted secretly by Christ to selected 
insiders, that supplanted or replaced the publicly proclaimed knowledge handed down 
from the lord’s apostles through those appointed to oversee the churches in major 
cities across the empire and recorded in the four gospels that were universally accepted 
in the churches well before the end of the second century. That apostolic knowledge 
did have saving efficacy. The work of the son included illuminating humankind by 
revealing the Father and clarifying the divine law, and pre-nicene Christian teachers 
emphasized these aspects.24 Jesus was the teacher par excellence, even the only 
teacher.25 such, the apologists sometimes seem to believe, is the meaning of his title 
Logos. his teaching office is at times presented as the goal even of his incarnation 
and death (as in the eventual “moral influence” understanding of the atonement; 
Jesus teaches by example as well as by word).26 Clement of alexandria, opposed as he 
was to gnosticism, could present Christ as the Teacher (as in his treatise Christ the 
Educator) and reclaim the label “gnostic” for believers according to the canons of the 
great Church. “enlightenment” could become a virtual synonym for “baptism.”27 But 
for none of these writers was Christian redemption reducible without remainder to 
teaching and enlightenment or commanding and obedience; as other considerations 
in their writings show, these were in service to union with or assimilation to Christ.28

Incarnation

incarnation  – or to translate the usual greek term more precisely, inhomini-
zation – denotes a more distinctive claim. The greek gods, who never had quite the 
transcendent character of the god of israel anyway, could walk the earth in human 
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form, but they did not really become fully human. irenaeus, in the same sentence in 
which he hails Christ as “the one secure and true teacher, the logos of god,” says 
that “on account of his surpassing love he became what we are in order to equip us 
to become what he is” – a sentence that would echo through later elaborations of the 
theosis understanding of salvation.29 What he means by “became what we are” is clarified 
over against the gnostic contention that the demiurge produced a son of animal 
(psychic) nature who was born by “passing through mary just as water flows through 
a pipe,” that is, without acquiring anything of her substance, and that the savior 
(a separate entity, belonging to the pleroma) descended upon him at his baptism.30 
This gnostic Christ, then, is neither truly god nor truly human and is therefore not 
the “one Christ Jesus, the son of god, who became incarnate for our salvation” as 
irenaeus says the church throughout the whole world believes.31 The Word became 
human in order to accomplish, as a human and for humankind, what humans in their 
disobedient state could by no means accomplish for themselves: recovery of the lost 
image and likeness of god and victory over death.32 The incarnate Christ unites god’s 
incorruptibility and immortality to humanity, summing up or “recapitulating” in his 
own person the essential history of humankind’s existence under god in order to do 
over correctly what adam and his progeny got fatally wrong.33 The union of believers 
with Christ begins with gracious and efficacious divine initiative. as a well-known 
patristic dictum holds, “The whole human would not have been saved if he had not 
assumed the whole human.”34

over against gnostic beliefs that salvation was automatic, regardless of behavior, 
for the “spiritual” elite, who needed knowledge only for perfecting, while the merely 
“soulish” remainder of humankind needed works for salvation, irenaeus says that 
humankind as a whole is redeemed, and indeed deified, through the gracious inter-
vention of the Word.35 But salvation is not automatic and determined: people must 
exercise their free will to maintain themselves in that which god freely gives.36 so in 
practice redemption is a matter of incremental progress.37 again over against gnostic 
teaching, the salvation not only of the spirit but also of the flesh is guaranteed by the 
shedding of Christ’s blood and by eucharistic participation in his body and blood.38 in 
the future lie bodily resurrection and a millennial earthly kingdom. so while irenaeus 
is, because of the gnostic challenge, mainly a theologian of the incarnation, he is not 
a reductionist but strives to incorporate the whole of traditional church teaching and 
practice in his presentation of the narrative of human redemption.

Life

While the canonical gospels lay special stress on the death and resurrection of Christ, 
they also spend considerable time on his life, meaning not only his teaching, and not 
only his obedience as a reversal of human disobedience (as irenaeus, building on paul, 
would see it), but his effective works for others, especially the exorcisms and healings. 
This stage of the career of the Redeemer, though noted in some early summaries of 
apostolic preaching,39 is missing in the later creeds and apparently also the earlier 
baptismal creeds that informed them. But in the world of the early church, where 
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much physical and psychic suffering was attributed to the malevolent influence of 
celestial powers and other spiritual beings, demonstrable authority over demons was 
a powerful argument. looking back from the fourth century, athanasius saw that 
the spread of the gospel had brought the silencing of pagan oracles, central institu-
tions of gentile religious and civic life that Christians believed to be the voices of 
demons.40 additionally, emperor Julian regretted that the Christians had overwhelm-
ingly outperformed the pagans in charitable care for the sick and the poor. Christian 
imitation of the life of Jesus, whether through exorcisms and miracles or through 
religiously motivated deeds of human kindness and compassion, especially during 
epidemics, worked a ministry of practical redemption that furthered the numerical 
growth of Christianity.41

Death

in Judaism under macedonian and Roman domination, to be executed by the author-
ities because of one’s loyalty to god was already the highest expression of obedience 
and trust, and carried the expectation of reward in the life to come.42 Jesus had suffered 
such a death, and for some of his disciples following him in martyrdom, this was the 
surest path to saving union with him – which was precisely the point of martyrdom. 
This is suggested by the only recorded words of some of the martyrs in the earliest 
preserved account, namely, “i am a Christian.”43 a larger number of words remain from 
the martyr ignatius, but the central point is the same: he is called a Christian, but in 
order to be one he must follow his lord in death.44 ignatius expresses a judgment that 
distinguished early catholic Christianity from all forms of docetism and gnosticism, 
namely, that it was unacceptable to say that Christ merely seemed to suffer.45

Though ignatius does not theorize about Christ’s suffering, he acknowledges that 
Jesus died not simply or exclusively as an example but “on our behalf.”46 other early 
Christian writers found various ways of saying why or how the death of Jesus could 
be of benefit to others, providing precedents for several “theories of the atonement” 
that have been elaborated and differentiated through the history of Christian thought 
down to the present. The new Testament writings offer several models, centrally 
including sacrificial images,47 and Barnabas, where we find several types of the cross 
as noted above, says that the lord offered himself as a sacrifice for our sins, identi-
fying Jesus with both the scapegoat of the yom Kippur ritual and the sacrificial red 
heifer of leviticus 19.48 The apologists in general are concerned with matters other 
than exploring the logic of the atonement, but Justin tells the Jew Trypho that the 
passover lamb and the yom Kippur goats were types of Christ.49 a related term applied 
to Jesus in our literature is “ransom” (lytron, also sometimes translated “redemption”). 
in matthew 20:28 Jesus already applies this term to himself, and several second-
century texts echo the usage.50 irenaeus indicates that Jesus took on flesh in order to 
offer it up as a sacrifice, and in several places the surviving latin rendering of Against 
Heresies uses propitiation language.51 in the early fourth century eusebius explains 
that Christians do not perform animal sacrifices, because the sacrifice of Christ has 
provided “the great and precious ransom of both Jews and greeks,” binding into one 
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elaborate package the language of sacrifice, ransom, cleansing, and life given for life 
(antipsychon).52 The word recalls a phrase constantly associated with sacrifices in the 
greek version of leviticus.53 later writers, picking up on language used by Tertullian 
in the context of penance, would say that Christ’s sacrifice makes “satisfaction” for 
sin. if some pre-nicene authors seem to say surprisingly little about how Christ’s death 
saves, it may be because the paschal mystery lay at the heart of the faith and, like the 
eucharistic observance in which it was re-enacted weekly, was not to be disclosed 
carelessly to non-believers while Christianity remained a minority cult in a hostile 
environment.54

in the world in which Christianity was born, animal sacrifice was a visible and 
constant feature of most religions. it was only natural and indeed inevitable that 
Christians would describe both the death of Jesus and their own religious practices 
using sacrificial language. But neither in paganism nor (perhaps more importantly) 
in Judaism did sacrifice always mean a propitiatory sin-offering. it might mean some 
other kind of sin-offering, or it might be connected with worship, thanksgiving, or 
communion with god in some other or more general way.55 For the author of hebrews, 
Jesus offered himself once for all as a sacrifice for sin; no further sacrifice in that literal 
sense was necessary or possible. But paul urged disciples to offer themselves as living 
sacrifices, i.e., to make their whole lives acts of worship, and spoke of his own suffering 
in sacrificial terms.56 analogies to both hebrews and paul can be found in later early 
Christian writers. so while penal substitution is at least one aspect of the meaning 
of Christ’s sacrifice in early Christian sources, it is not dominant or even necessarily 
present every time the motif of sacrifice is invoked. “sacrifice” may sometimes simply 
serve as a shorthand for cultic or ethical action vis-à-vis god, i.e., for the practice of 
religion.

in what sense, then, do Christians offer sacrifice to god? ignatius speaks of 
becoming a “sacrifice of god.”57 he has narrowed down paul’s offering of one’s whole 
life to martyrdom.58 The Martyrdom of Polycarp compares the old saint to a splendid 
sacrificial ram, and in his final prayer he calls himself a sacrifice.59 Justin, who sees 
Christ’s sacrifice as the antitype of israel’s passover lamb, also presents the eucharistic 
bread as the antitype of an israelite grain offering.60 But others used the concept more 
broadly, describing ethical and spiritual exertions other than martyrdom as sacrifice 
or as ransom for one’s sins.61 since the temple is the locus of sacrifice, descriptions of 
Christians as stones being built into a temple (see above) should be recalled here: not 
only ethical life but cultic worship is sacrifice. early on, the language of sacrifice is 
applied to the eucharist.62 Christian worship in general, with “offerings” (prosphorai) 
and “services” (leitourgiai) implied Christian counterparts to israel’s priests and 
levites.63 even when the eucharist specifically is mentioned, the emphasis may be 
on various elements of worship, including prayers, praise, and thanksgiving.64 Thus 
the sacrifice of early Christians was the totality of their response to god, including 
the moral or ethical “offering” of their lives as well as their acts of cultic worship, 
including centrally the eucharist.65

saving union of believers with Christ is the point both of Christ’s sacrifice in death 
for them and of the imitative sacrifice they offer in response, whether as martyrdom, 
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praise, eucharist, or service to others. Christ does not die as their substitute in a way 
that makes no response necessary. his gracious descent, teaching, incarnation, recapit-
ulation of their history, and practical acts of liberating mercy enabled them, through 
imitation and obedience, to bind themselves closely to his sacrifice on their behalf.

Descent to the realm of the dead

Christ’s post-crucifixion descent into hades or sheol, the realm of the dead, is not 
a dispensable mythological doublet of the death account. it advances the story of 
redemption by showing that the sacrificial victim, far from being passive, intrudes 
actively into enemy territory in order to announce and effect the release of those held 
captive. here the question of the enemy, not yet broached in the foregoing, becomes 
pressing.

The descending Redeemer brings revelation to the benighted and alienated – did 
someone mislead them? The incarnate Redeemer establishes contact with ruined 
human nature – ruined by whom? The healing and exorcizing life of the Redeemer 
sets an example to follow but also begins an assault on the oppressive demonic 
forces, which then mount a counter-attack resulting in his martyrdom, which also, 
unbeknownst to them, has atoning efficacy: it cleanses those for whom he dies, and 
(seen as ransom) it purchases their freedom. When the writers noted above referred 
to ransom, they did not press the image to the point of asking to whom the ransom 
was paid, but when origen comments on matthew 22:28, he does raise that question. 
Flatly ruling god out of consideration, he asks gingerly, with the air of one who 
knows his suggestion may be shocking to some: could it be the evil one?66 By the time 
of gregory of nyssa in the late fourth century, this suggestion would flower into a 
narrative in which satan, tricked into pouncing on the one human life to which he 
was not entitled, loses his rightful claim on the whole race.67 By this stratagem Christ 
conquers the devil. so goes one development of the Christus victor motif identified 
by gustaf aulén as the “classic” model of the atonement.68

on one level, the descent into hades is an attempt to answer the question regarding 
the salvation specifically of the old Testament saints. in the Ascension of Isaiah, the 
prophet sees the spirits of abel, enoch, and all the righteous standing in the seventh 
heaven, robed but not crowned and not seated on their thrones. he is told that they 
will not receive their crowns until the Beloved descends into the world, incognito, to 
be hanged on a tree. he will then “plunder the angel of death,” rise, and ascend, taking 
“many righteous” with him. Then they will receive their crowns and thrones.69 origen 
makes explicit the conflict with satan and pushes it back to the cross: his Commentary 
on Romans says that Christ bound the devil on the cross, then entered his house (hell) 
in order to take the captives with him.70 in earlier versions, such an apocryphon 
attributed by Justin to Jeremiah and the scene described above in the Gospel of Peter, 
proclamation is made to the dead but their actual release is not narrated.71

more generally, the descent into hades marks the nadir in the upsilon vector traced 
by the son, who pre-exists in heaven, descends to rescue humans, then reascends, 
bearing them up to heaven. in the Odes of Solomon, Christ descends from on high 
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to the regions below so that those in the middle are gathered to him.72 given the 
cosmology of the day, a redeemer who descended merely to the earth but not into 
the regions beneath the earth would have failed to span the cosmos and so would 
have left part of it beyond reach of redemption. Then again, perhaps some are beyond 
redemption: The Ascension of Isaiah explicitly stops the Beloved’s descent short of 
“haguel,” the pit of perdition.73

liturgically speaking, the descent into hades provides a point of attachment in the 
career of Christ for the believer’s descent beneath the waters of baptism. once again 
imitation provides a means of union with the Redeemer.

Resurrection

if the early Christian story of Christ had been expressed always purely in terms of 
descent and ascent  – even descent as far as hades  – then the resurrection would 
perhaps not have been a critically important moment. indeed, the gospel of John’s 
identification of the son’s “lifting up” in crucifixion as his glorification might tend 
to collapse death, resurrection, and ascension into one moment; and in John the 
ascension is implied, not narrated.74 But in fact all four canonical gospels narrate 
the discovery at the tomb on the first day of the week, and the resurrection is central 
to the gospel proclamation in acts and in paul’s epistles. For the antidocetic and 
antignostic believers in the mainstream of early Christianity, the death of Christ was 
as real as the death of their own martyrs and loved ones, however gracefully and even 
triumphantly they accepted it, and so had to be his resurrection.75 like other key 
moments of his career, it was foretold in scripture.76

as the most straightforward sign of Christ’s victory over death and the devil, 
the resurrection functioned in the salvation of his followers as the basis for the full 
assurance with which his apostles and succeeding generations preached, and it had 
a correspondingly powerful persuasive effect on their hearers.77 ignatius saw the 
resurrection functioning, for believers of all ages to come, similarly to the banner 
that military units followed into battle.78 Cross, death, and resurrection of Christ 
were the “archives” in which Christianity was grounded.79 if the resurrection had 
been amenable to simple graphic representation, its emblem might perhaps have 
approached the pre-eminence of the cross among Christian symbols.

at any rate, early Christianity in general followed paul in reasoning that the resur-
rection of Christ pointed to, and provided a firm basis of confidence in, their own 
future resurrection.80 so in his final prayer before his martyrdom, polycarp asks both 
that he may share in the resurrection to eternal life and that he may be in the lord’s 
presence “today.” like paul, polycarp (or his hagiographer) was apparently untroubled 
by questions of timing.81 papias, Justin, and irenaeus expected a future resurrection to 
be followed by a millennial kingdom on earth,82 so it is clear that, at least for some, 
resurrection was not reducible to a purely spiritual ascent following death. ignatius 
points out that Jesus was “in the flesh even after the resurrection.”83
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Ascension and session

in the new Testament, only luke and acts narrate the physical ascension of Jesus at 
a particular time and place (in luke, apparently on the day of resurrection; in acts, 
forty days later). elsewhere his ascension is implied. The resurrected Jesus of matthew 
28:18 not only has been vested with all earthly authority (like the “one like a son of 
man” of dan. 7:13–14) but also explicitly claims authority in heaven; that authority 
grounds the work of the disciples who take salvation to the nations in his name. acts 
encourages those who suffer for the gospel with the knowledge that their lord stands 
at god’s right hand in heaven.84 hebrews teaches that Jesus is “a great high priest who 
has passed through the heavens” with salvific consequences for those who hold fast 
to him.85 offering his own blood, he enters the true, heavenly sanctuary and obtains 
eternal redemption.86 so already in these other first-century sources the presence of 
Jesus Christ in heaven contributes to his redeeming work; but the ascension itself is 
not narrated.

That reticence might be thought partly responsible for the delay until the fourth 
century of the separation of the ascension from the passion in greek creeds and in litur-
gical observance. But separate liturgical observance of the resurrection was likewise 
delayed. in some earlier sources, the resurrection is portrayed in terms of ascension.87 
in others, the ascension is the completion or fulfillment of the resurrection.88

nevertheless, the ascension, like the resurrection, does have its own manifold 
redemption-historical significance in pre-nicene thought. Cyprian sees the resur-
rection not only as a manifestation of power but also as the transportation of saved 
humanity up to the Father, and further as the cue for the disciples to scatter and take 
the gospel to the nations.89 along similar lines, lactantius notes that Christ ascended 
only after preparing his disciples to preach in his name, and on his departure he 
endowed them with the power to do so.90 in an early work, eusebius says the purpose 
of Jesus’ preliminary ascent and re-descent in John 20:17 was to obtain and bring 
back the spiritual gifts.91 he is clearly following origen’s Commentary on John, though 
origen, characteristically, also has other reasons for that same ascent.92 For example, 
origen is the earliest patristic author to make explicit and repeated use of the letter 
to the hebrews, where he finds the ascended Jesus depicted as the heavenly high 
priest who mediates between humans and god. having himself ascended through the 
heavens, he is able to lead the saints through its spheres to the abode of the Father.93 
elsewhere, he connects Christ’s priestly role with his atoning sacrifice of his own flesh 
in order to destroy the power of death over humans, so that those who take up their 
cross and follow him will be enabled to follow him from earth to heaven.94

Future return

in the end, though, believers expected Jesus to return from heaven to earth. The 
first-century letter to Titus references the “blessed hope” of the early Christians, 
namely, the “manifestation of the glory of our great god and savior, Jesus Christ”; this 
appearing would consummate his self-sacrificial work of redeeming from iniquity and 
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purifying for himself “a people of his own.”95 The Redeemer’s identity (as disclosed in 
the narratives of his descent, incarnation, and exaltation) and his hitherto finished 
work (as summed up in the narrative of his life, death, descent to hades, resurrection, 
and ascension) said most of what needed to be said regarding redemption, but so long as 
god’s people remained subject to persecution, sickness, temptation, and death, the last 
enemy had not yet been defeated.96 in the apocalyptic temporal framework, grounded 
in Jesus’ own teaching, that was elaborated in the letters of paul, in luke and acts, 
and in other early Christian writings, the final completion of the work of salvation 
was connected with the promise that the same Jesus who had ascended would in the 
end return.97 as decades and centuries passed, Christian teachers repeated predictions 
of the “second coming” similar to those found in the new Testament,98 including the 
imminence of this return.99 as noted above, the expectation was that at his return, the 
redeemed who had died would be resurrected to eternal life. in some of his writings, 
Tertullian specified a subterranean intermediate state after death, followed by a post-
resurrection judgment, on the basis of which some would be consigned to eternal 
hellfire.100 in some writers (including Justin and irenaeus), the literal character of this 
expectation was further elaborated in descriptions of an earthly millennial kingdom. 
Justin himself notes that many pious Christians did not share the millennial expec-
tation.101 origen’s framework was not apocalyptic, evidencing more kinship to that of 
the gnostics whom he opposed: the souls of humans had fallen in a pre-existent state, 
and their restoration would coincide with the restoration (apokatastasis) of all things 
to their pre-fall condition. Tensions between (apocalyptic) materialistic and (post-
apocalyptic) spiritualizing interpretations of the Christian hope, corresponding to 
philosophical outlook in general and anthropology in particular, would recur through 
Christian thought.

The life of the redeemed

in the framework of apocalyptic second Temple Jewish thought, which is the matrix 
in which Christianity was born, salvation had both national and individual aspects, 
but the ethnic-national dimension was paramount. god’s people israel, in exile both 
abroad and in its own patrimonial territory, awaited redemption from the effects of 
its history (as narrated especially in the deuteronomistic history) of failure to abide 
by the terms of the covenant. While the oppressor had the upper hand, individual 
martyrs could hope for ultimate vindication through resurrection, and the nation 
as a whole could expect eschatological restoration. Both sides of this hope survive 
in early Christian transformation. Witness paul’s letter to the Romans, which after 
exploring the dynamics of salvation in terms that apply easily on the individual level, 
returns in chapters 9–11 to agonizing reconsideration of the question of national 
salvation. so while it was clear that the subject – the protagonist – in the Christian 
story of redemption was Jesus Christ, the question of the identity of the object of 
his redemption was ambiguous and could lead to revolutionary exploration. paul’s 
answer – “the Jew first, and also the greek” – states in a nutshell a major dynamic 
of the pre-nicene history of redemption.102 The Jewish people did not flock to Jesus 
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and his apostles en masse; it was individuals and sometimes their households, first 
Jewish and then increasingly and eventually almost exclusively gentile, that became 
Christian. gentile converts were effectively grafted into the biblical narrative, but 
their own story of redemption began not with a history of declension from a covenant 
but a history of subjugation to oppressive powers, prominently including demons 
masquerading as gods.

eschatological considerations aside, their redemption had conditions and conse-
quences in the here and now. Catechesis, baptism, and eucharist brought them into 
membership in the body of Christ. The moral or ethical content of much of the 
surviving second- and third-century literature indicates that behavioral corollaries 
were central in the catechesis of the day. second-century writers were aware of and 
sometimes quoted paul’s dictum that “by grace you have been saved, through faith … 
not by works,” but we find no sustained reflection on the relation of works and faith 
in justification.103 When origen and later writers did raise that question, they tended 
to conclude that both in tandem were necessary. origen was especially concerned to 
clarify (over against gnostic and astral determinism) that individuals had free will 
and were responsible for their deeds.104 in the West, Tertullian maintained a strong 
emphasis on free will even while teaching that each new human soul inherits a nature 
that is predisposed to sin. he emphasizes that Christ’s death is important to our 
redemption, but never fully develops an account of how; meanwhile, he often charac-
terizes Christ as giver of a new law. as a gross generalization, then, the dominant 
second- and third-century perspective may seem to have been that believers were 
saved through following the way of life that Christ taught them.105 in view of the 
variegated indications reviewed above, however, it would be fairer to say that writers 
in this period had not yet confronted the synthetic questions that were sharpened and 
answered by theologians in later centuries. Those who mine early Christian teaching 
in quest of later doctrines of grace, predestination, atonement, and justification may 
find both more and less than they seek: copious hints, beginnings, and isolated clear 
statements of all kinds of later positions, but less extensive, integrated, and focused 
reflection on how all these threads hang together in a coherent account of the 
salvation of an individual believer.

But the moral discourse, whether prescriptive or descriptive, in the second- 
and third-century writings, whether exoteric (like that of the apologists, at least 
putatively) or addressed to believers, was not intended as a theoretical account of 
redemption; it aimed to construct a concrete practice of Christian community  – a 
community whereby Christians participated in and were united with Christ and 
with each other – and it pointed to that practice as a sign of the victory of god in 
Jesus Christ over all contrary powers and principalities. Thus Justin points to the 
conversion of believers from sexual immorality to chastity, from magical arts to the 
love of god, from greed for possessions to willingness to share with the needy, from 
internecine strife to a spirit of harmony and reconciliation.106 Justin’s putative aim was 
to win the emperor’s admiration, and thus the protection or at least toleration of the 
Christian movement, but the broader claim is akin to the point in the famous passage 
of the Epistle to Diognetus that claims Christians are to the world what the soul is to the 
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body, namely, that the charity lived out in the community of the redeemed represents 
the highest potential and the intended destiny of the human race as a whole.107 The 
disciplina arcana that prevented some of our writers from disclosing their sacramental 
practices and the doctrinal understandings pertaining to them in exoteric writings 
does not entirely conceal from our view the fact that for them this practice of charity 
was not a purely human moral accomplishment but a participation in the career of the 
Redeemer who became human, abasing himself to the point of crucifixion, in order to 
elevate humanity to fellowship with the divine.

Further reading

Primary sources

J. h. Charlesworth, The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 2 vols, garden City, ny: doubleday, 1983–5. 
(includes numerous early Christian, Jewish-Christian, or Christianized Jewish works such as the 
Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah, Odes of Solomon, and Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs.)

m. W. holmes (ed. and trans.), The Apostolic Fathers: Greek Texts and English Translations, 3rd edn, grand 
Rapids, mi: Baker academic, 2007. also available without the original-language texts: The Apostolic 
Fathers in English, 3rd edn, grand Rapids, mi: Baker academic, 2006. (includes Didache, 1 and 2 
Clement, the letters of ignatius, Epistle to Diognetus, Barnabas, and Shepherd of Hermas.)

a. Roberts and J. donaldson (eds), The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 10 vols, edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1885–7; repr. 
grand Rapids, mi: Wm. B. eerdmans, 1987; repr. peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1994. (The translations 
and introductions are dated, but this is still the most comprehensive collection of pre-nicene Christian 
literature in english.)

J. m. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library, 3rd edn, new york: harperCollins, 1990. (Translations of the 
gnostic documents discovered at nag hammadi in egypt in 1945.)

W. schneemelcher, New Testament Apocrypha, rev. edn, trans. R. mcl. Wilson, 2 vols, louisville, Ky: 
Westminster John Knox, 1991. (includes translations of numerous non-canonical early Christian 
writings, including apocryphal gospels and acts.)

Secondary sources

g. aulén, Christus Victor: An Historical Study of the Three Main Types of the Idea of Atonement, trans. a. g. 
hebert, london: spCK, 1931; repr. eugene, oR: Wipf & stock, 2003. (an influential set of lectures 
originally published in swedish as Den kristna försoningstankenin, 1930.)

J. daniélou, The Development of Christian Doctrine before the Council of Nicaea, vol. 1: The Theology of 
Jewish Christianity, trans. and ed. J. a. Baker, london: darton, longman & Todd, 1964. (Chapters 8 
and 9 cover the theology of redemption.) vol. 2: Gospel Message and Hellenistic Culture, trans. and ed. 
J. a. Baker, london: darton, longman & Todd, 1973. (Chapter 7, on the content of early catechesis, 
is especially pertinent.)

J. n. d. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, london: a&C Black, 1958; 5th rev. edn, 1977; repr. london: 
Continuum, 2007. (a standard account. see esp. chapter 7 on pre-nicene soteriology.)

J. pelikan, “The meaning of salvation,” in The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100–600), vol. 1 of 
The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine, Chicago: university of Chicago press, 
1971, pp. 141–55.

B. sesboüét, Le Dieu du salut, vol. 1 of B. sesboüét and J. Wolinski, Histoire des dogmes, paris: desclée, 
1994. (an introductory general survey of the development of Christian doctrine through the patristic 
period, with soteriological material throughout.)

h. e. W. Turner, The Patristic Doctrine of Redemption: A Study of the Development of Doctrine during the First 
Five Centuries, london: a. R. mowbray, 1952; repr. eugene, oR: Wipf & stock, 2004. (more balanced 
than aulén.)



RedempTion

285

Notes
1  1 Cor. 1:18; gal. 6:4; irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.3.5.
2  Acts of John 97–102.
3  Acts of Peter 36–8.
4  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 1.2.
5  Barnabas 12.5–7; Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 90; cf. John 3:14, alluding to num. 21:9.
6  Barnabas 12.2; Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 91.4.
7  Barnabas 9.7–8, referring to gen. 17:23.
8  Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 86.
9  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 8.2.

10  Justin, First Apology 55.
11  1 pet. 2:5; Shepherd of Hermas, Similitudes 9.
12  Odes of Solomon 42.1–2.
13  plato, Phaedrus 36b.
14  Justin, First Apology 60.
15  Clement of alexandria, Excerpts from Theodotus 2.42.1; 1.22.4.
16  irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 34.
17  irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.17.4, referring to eph. 2:14–16.
18  Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 2.20.
19  Gospel of Peter 39–42. For this interpretation, see J. daniélou, The Theology of Jewish Christianity, 

trans. and ed. J. a. Baker, london: darton, longman & Todd, 1964, pp. 249–50, 266–8.
20  Epistle of the Apostles 16; Apocalypse of Peter 1; Apocalypse of Elijah 3.2.
21  For a survey of appearances of the cross of Christ (i.e., the cross itself, not the cross as a general 

symbol) through the fourth century, see J.-m. prieur, La croix chez les Pères (du IIe au début du IVe 
siècle), Cahiers de Biblia patristica 8, strasbourg: université marc Bloch, 2006.

22  J. pelikan, The Emergence of the Catholic Tradition (100–600), vol. 1 of The Christian Tradition: A 
History of the Development of Doctrine, Chicago: university of Chicago press, 1971, p. 142, organizes 
his discussion of salvation around (1) the life and teachings, (2) the suffering and death, and (3) the 
resurrection and exaltation of Jesus.

23  Ascension of Isaiah 9.6–18.
24  matt. 11:27; John 1:9, 17:3; matt. 5–7.
25  ignatius, To the Ephesians 15.1; 9.1.
26  irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.1.1.
27  h. e. W. Turner, “Christ as illuminator,” in The Patristic Doctrine of Redemption, eugene, oR: Wipf & 

stock, 2004, pp. 29–46.
28  pelikan, Emergence of the Catholic Tradition, pp. 142–6.
29  irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.pref. Theosis is sometimes said to be the dominant eastern image of 

salvation, but andrew louth points out that theosis (the completion or fulfillment of the human 
creation) and redemption (repair or restoration of the damage of the fall) are two different things. see 
a. louth, “The place of Theosis in orthodox Theology,” in m. J. Christensen and J. a. Wittung (eds), 
Partakers of the Divine Nature: The History and Development of Deification in the Christian Traditions, 
grand Rapids, mi: Baker academic, 2008, pp. 32–44.

30  irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.7.2.
31  irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.10.1; cf. 3.11.3.
32  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.18.1–3.
33  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.19.1.
34  origen, Dialogue with Heraclides 7.
35  irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.6.
36  irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.37.
37  irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.38.3.
38  irenaeus, Against Heresies 5.2.2.
39  acts 2:22, 10:38.
40  athanasius, On the Incarnation 46.



James d. eRnesT

286

41  see R. stark, The Rise of Christianity: How the Obscure, Marginal Jesus Movement Became the Dominant 
Religious Force in the Western World in a Few Centuries, san Francisco: harpersanFrancisco, 1997, 
pp. 73–94.

42  4 macc.; dan. 12.
43  Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs.
44  ignatius, To the Romans 3.2.
45  ignatius, To the Trallians 10; To the Smyrnaeans 4.2.
46  ignatius, To the Romans 6.1.
47  on sacrifice in early Christianity, see R. J. daly, Christian Sacrifice: The Judaeo-Christian Background 

before Origen, Washington, dC: Catholic university of america press, 1978; The Origins of the 
Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice, philadelphia: Fortress, 1978 (which concisely distills the results fully 
documented in Christian Sacrifice); F. m. young, The Use of Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian Writers 
from the New Testament to John Chrysostom, Cambridge, ma: philadelphia patristic Foundation, 1979.

48  Barnabas 7.3; 7.10; 8.
49  Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 40.
50  Diognetus 9.2; Protevangelium of James 7.2 = 16.8–10; melito, Pascha 789.
51  irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.16, 4.29.1, 4.29.2; Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 31. see daly, 

Origins of the Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice, pp. 93–4.
52  eusebius, Demonstration of the Gospel 1.10.8
53  daly, Origins of the Christian Doctrine of Sacrifice, pp. 3–4.
54  Cf. pelikan, Emergence of the Catholic Tradition, p.148.
55  see young, Use of Sacrificial Ideas in Greek Christian Writers, pp. 1–3.
56  phil. 2:7; cf. 2 Tim. 4:6.
57  ignatius, To the Romans 4.2 (thysia); cf. To the Ephesians 8.1 and 18.1(peripsēma).
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sacred writings left an indelible mark upon pre-nicene Christianity. These writings 
were energetically copied by scribes, translated into several languages, and widely 
disseminated throughout Christian networks. They were read and expounded upon 
in the setting of the liturgy, studied privately, and on occasion examined with a keen 
scholarly eye. despite their fluid boundaries, these scriptures were unmistakably 
woven into the oral and written discourses of early Christianity. There are hints 
that early Christians committed parts of these writings to memory, and the surviving 
literature from this period abounds in allusions, paraphrases, quotations, re-tellings, 
and explicit interpretations of scripture. While such direct interpretation (reference 
to a passage followed by its analysis) was usually episodic, the two leading scriptural 
scholars in our period, hippolytus and origen, inaugurated a long-standing literary 
genre characterized by such interpretation: the commentary. This vigorous interest 
in the scriptures flowed from an overarching conviction: that these writings mapped 
religiously. The scriptures were thought to express the Christian message of salvation 
and guide those who read and heard them well along the journey of salvation. The 
earnestness with which these writings permeated the church’s mission of catechesis, 
moral exhortation, and advanced instruction; the zeal with which they were marshaled 
into the arena of competing interpretations and religious debate; and the precision 
with which they were targeted by imperial persecution: all point to the divine or holy 
status Christians ascribed these writings.

This essay provides an orientation to the scriptures in pre-nicene Christianity by 
exploring five interrelated topics: the physical form these scriptures took and how 
they were transmitted and stored; their scope; in what translations they circulated; 
how they were examined with the greco-Roman philological apparatus; and finally, 
the characteristics of their message.

Scripture as artifact: format, dissemination, and storage

When we think of Christian scripture today, we tend to think of a single codex: a 
collection of sheets folded in half, gathered together at the spine and protected by a 
cover. This was not, however, the customary format of scripture in early Christianity. 
Whole Bibles that included the old and new Testaments (pandects) were rare – none 
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were constructed in the pre-nicene period, and it was not until the ninth century 
that the Bible took this physical form with any frequency.1 in early Christianity, when 
someone spoke of the scriptures, what invariably came to mind was, rather, a series 
of physical books. moreover, these books did not necessarily take the form of books as 
they typically circulate today (codices). They also circulated as scrolls. The roll book, 
or scroll, was the standard format for a book in the greco-Roman world, and in Jewish 
circles scriptures were inscribed on scrolls, even after the development of the codex. 
From the second to fourth centuries ce there was, however, a significant change in 
the physical configuration of books: the scroll was gradually replaced by the codex. 
Christians – for reasons still not well known today – did not hesitate to transmit their 
writings, including their scriptures, in this new format.2

Codices came in varying sizes, which meant that a sacred writing could circulate 
either on its own in a small codex, or in a collection of writings within a larger 
codex. For instance, a relatively small codex running to thirty-two leaves in length 
accommodates our earliest copy of the apocalypse (p 47).3 larger codices, however, 
could contain collections of writings. extant manuscripts of the septuagint are often 
collections, whether of the pentateuch, octateuch, a dossier of historical books, the 
three or five books ascribed to solomon, the minor prophets or major prophets.4 it 
is similar with the new Testament. of particular importance are the two anthologies 
that emerge in the second century: collections of paul’s letters at the beginning of the 
century, and toward the middle, collections of the gospels.5 as we will shortly see, a 
book technology that facilitated collections of writings played a role in the emergence 
of the canon of Christian scriptures.

These scriptures, moreover, did not always circulate unabridged. They were 
also transmitted in excerpts, usually in the form of citations (in varying degrees 
of length and precision) within larger literary works, but also in the form of self-
standing anthologies that strung a number of quotations together. These anthologies 
(“testimony books”) contained excerpted scriptural passages, usually from the old 
Testament, that were then used as proof-texts by Christian writers within the context 
of a Jewish polemic to help demonstrate their faith’s commitment to Jesus as messiah, 
the irrelevance of the Jewish cult, and the church as the new people of god. in our 
period there are two examples of this testimony book. Cyprian’s To Quirinius is the 
earliest extant document, a three-book abridgement of select scriptural passages. a 
century earlier, however, melito offered the first explicit reference to such a collection 
when he spoke of creating “extracts” from the old Testament “concerning the savior 
and our faith” and putting them into six (no longer extant) books.6

in whatever format the scriptures were preserved, they needed to be copied for the 
purposes of preservation and transmission. prior to the invention of the printing press, 
scribes painstakingly copied books line-by-line, word-by-word.7 in the pre-nicene 
period, most of this duplication took place privately. Replication also transpired 
through collaborative enterprises, though scholars debate whether we ought to 
envision something as formal as a scriptorium in the pre-nicene period.8

as scriptural writings were copied and then disseminated in the second and third 
centuries, some fell into the hands of individual scholars with their own private 
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collections, though the evidence for this is admittedly thin.9 most scriptures found 
their way into ecclesiastical libraries that stored the texts supporting these churches’ 
liturgical, catechetical, and archival needs.10 While not all churches had dedicated 
spaces for their libraries, some certainly did. There is an illuminating anecdote from 
the diocletian persecution that called for the destruction of copies of scripture.11 
an official record from 19 may 303 details the search of a church in Cirta, numidia, 
where we learn that the building where the congregation met had a library, several 
(empty) cupboards, and “one very large codex”  – other sections of its scriptures, 
totaling thirty-seven items, were distributed among several liturgical readers.12

mention should also be made of two substantial libraries that sprang up in the 
early third century and that served the research interests of early Christian scholars. 
presumably neither of these libraries operated with significant independence of its 
local church, though whether they were larger ecclesiastical archives or separate 
collections remains unclear.13 alexander, the bishop of Jerusalem, founded one 
of these libraries in Jerusalem, probably during his episcopate (212–50).14 origen 
established the other after he had settled in nearby Caesarea (maritima) in 231/232. 
This collection was probably developed around origen’s personal library. subsequent 
Caesarean ecclesiastical leaders, most notably its presbyter pamphilus and its later 
bishop and scholar eusebius, expanded it.15

The scope of Scripture in pre-Nicene Christianity

The topic of canonicity has attracted prolific scholarly interest over the last century 
and it remains one of the more vexing topics in early Christian studies today.16 one 
of the sources for confusion is the term “canon,” which is defined inconsistently in 
the scholarly literature. i will mean something very specific by the term: a “canon” 
refers (1) to a list of sacred writings that was final (i.e. a list that comprehensively 
identified every scriptural writing, and by extension, excluded every other writing not 
on this list), as well as (2) to a list that was accepted by a majority of congregations.17 
With this working definition in mind, we can sketch out the phases that preceded the 
emergence of such a canon of Christian scriptures in pre-nicene Christianity.

since Christianity emerged from within Judaism, the earliest followers of Jesus 
already acknowledged a number of sacred writings – as a whole, this collection would 
have been very similar to those writings thought to be scriptural by other first-century 
Jews. moreover, at the beginning of the second century, a growing body of more recent 
literature had emerged (and was still emerging) that was beginning to be viewed as 
a supplement to, and on par with, this older collection. all these writings together 
could be demarcated from other literature by modifying them with adjectives like 
“holy,” “heavenly,” “sacred,” or “divine.”

But it was not entirely clear what writings met the requirements of scripture. 
We see any number of disputes, disagreements, and uncertainties about the status 
of particular writings throughout the pre-nicene period. indeed, in the early fourth 
century eusebius still divided books vying for scriptural status into three categories: 
“accepted,” “disputed,” and “rejected”18 – the “disputed” category is telling, since it 
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confirms that a fixed or final list of sacred writings was not yet established, at least in 
Caesarea. it is in the fourth century that we begin to see a proliferation of scriptural 
lists that lack the “disputed” category of writings – such lists were, for their authors at 
least, final and unambiguous. however, the presence of such lists still does not testify 
to a canon, since the lists of individual authors and congregations often did not agree 
with one another and were little more than parochial.19 it was not until the fifth 
century that something approaching the canon, as defined above, began to emerge: a 
final list of scriptures that also achieved widespread acceptance.

This brief narrative clarifies the sorts of questions that are pertinent to discussions 
of the scope of scripture in pre-nicene Christianity: (1) what were the hallmarks of 
a divine or holy writing?; (2) what circumstances would have precipitated a decision 
about whether a writing was scriptural?; and finally (3), what particular writings were 
thought to meet the requirements of scripture?

For early Christians, most of the characteristics of a sacred writing could be 
traced back to its provenance. These Christians believed (and argued) that their 
scriptures enjoyed a dual authorship: divine and human agents collaborated in 
their production.20 on the one hand, divine authorship could be attributed to god, 
though more frequently to the Word and holy spirit; human authorship, on the other 
hand, was traced back to moses and the prophets for israel’s scriptures, and for the 
new Testament, the apostles, or those who had been their associates.21 all of these 
human authors had been “moved,” “illumined,” “enlightened,” or “inspired” by the 
divine authors.22 Closely tied to this conviction about authorship was the issue of 
antiquity. By the standards of late antique Christians, moses and the prophets were 
ancient. moreover, even for the new Testament writings there were corresponding 
expectations of antiquity, since the apostles and their associates were thought to have 
composed their texts within a generation or so of Jesus’ death.23 in the minds of early 
Christians, the provenance of scripture – its authorship and antiquity – led to a series 
of additional convictions about its authority (trustworthy), applicability (catholic), 
and content (salubrious). more on these characteristics below.

There were several circumstances already in play in the second and third centuries 
that would have expedited decisions about the scriptural status of any given writing. 
some of these were endemic to the codex and the transmission of texts. Both the 
phenomenon of a larger codex that could accommodate a collection (does such-
and-such a writing merit inclusion within a larger collection of acknowledged sacred 
writings?), as well as the expenditure of effort associated with copying writings would 
have raised questions about the scriptural status of any given writing. The liturgical 
and scholarly activities of Christians no doubt also played a role in this process. 
decisions had to be made about what passages would be publicly read and expounded 
upon in the liturgy, as well as about the writings that deserved close scholarly scrutiny. 
several figures and movements also played a role in precipitating decisions about the 
scriptural status of writings: marcion contentiously challenged the sacred status of 
writings already widely regarded as scriptural; the montanist movement emphasized 
the continuous gift of the inspiring spirit, thus pulling in the opposite direction of 
marcion, since it compelled Christians to emphasize the final authority of apostolic 
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writings; the “gnostic” coalition asserted dependence upon secret, unwritten apostolic 
traditions; the production of literature that resembled, and in some cases, competed 
with new Testament texts (the so-called “new Testament apocrypha”) also raised 
questions about what counted as scripture and what did not. another factor that 
played a decisive role in this process were persecutions, as already seen above, since 
some of these required Christians to hand over their scriptures, thereby catalyzing the 
identification of these writings.24 What is intriguing, finally, about all these factors is 
that while they undoubtedly elicited decisions about the scriptural status of particular 
writings, early Christian authors often protested that they did not make these 
decisions themselves. invariably they deferred to precedent, namely, to the decisions 
already made by churches. authors repeatedly adjudicated the scriptural status of a 
particular work by noting its contemporary use, or lack thereof, in early Christian 
congregations.25

When we look at the scope of the scriptures in pre-nicene Christianity we find 
the situation fluid. Writers expressed uncertainty about the scriptural status of select 
writings and could disagree with one another (sometimes knowingly, sometimes 
unknowingly) about what writings counted as scripture. moreover, lists of any sort were 
rare.26 a precise account of what writings were considered scriptural in the pre-nicene 
period would require a case-by-case inquiry into particular authors and congregations. 
While this lies beyond the scope of this essay, a rough outline can be sketched.

as already noted above, the earliest followers of Jesus possessed charter documents. 
in the second and third centuries Christians designated these writings in any number 
of ways: “our scriptures,”27 “books,”28 “law,”29 and sometimes “old Testament.”30 Far 
more common were the designations “prophets”31 or “law and prophets”32  – in the 
latter case, the law referred specifically to the pentateuch and the prophets more 
ambiguously to most anything else thought to be scriptural. The prophets would 
certainly have included Joshua, Judges, samuel, Kings, ezekiel, Jeremiah, isaiah, and 
the shorter prophets, but also works like the psalms, Job, daniel, and Wisdom. in 
fact, the three most frequently cited scriptural books in the second and third centuries 
came from this “old Testament”: genesis, isaiah, and the psalms.33 While indeter-
minacy did surround the scriptural status of several writings (some of which would 
later achieve canonical status, and others which would not), a collection of sacred 
writings was already emerging that would have found widespread consent.34

The writings that would supplement this collection went by several names: 
“apostles,”35 “new Testament,”36 but particularly prominent, some variation 
of “the gospels and apostolic writings.”37 already in the first century there is 
evidence that Jesus’ words and the apostolic writings could be juxtaposed to 
israel’s scriptures, thereby suggesting a similar status with these writings.38 
While there were, as with the old Testament, indeterminacies,39 by the middle 
of the second century the shape of the contemporary new Testament canon was 
emerging: the four gospels, the letters of paul, 1 peter, and 1 John were widely 
held as scriptural.40

The contours of the new Testament were, then, analogous to the old Testament 
in the pre-nicene period. By the middle of the second century there was widespread 
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agreement about a core scriptural collection for both groups of literature, while a 
number of writings resided nebulously on the periphery and would continue to do so 
through the fourth and fifth centuries. Before turning to the translations in which 
these scriptures circulated, there is one final point worth keeping in mind: we should 
not assume that individual congregations would have possessed all the writings they 
acknowledged to be sacred. The episode noted above, where melito, bishop of sardis, 
needed to travel to Jerusalem in order to compile an anthology of excerpts from the 
old Testament, suggests that this bishop did not have in his possession all the writings 
he thought counted as scripture.41

Pre-Nicene translations of the Scriptures

at the birth of Christianity the Jewish Bible circulated in a variety of hebrew recen-
sions as well as in a greek translation that would later be called the “septuagint” 
(lXX).42 This translation would become the official translation endorsed by the 
greek-speaking Christian churches. The Letter of Aristeas relays the miraculous 
rendering into greek of the Torah in the third century bce. While this story was 
regularly told in early Christian literature (with some important variations), much 
of it is regarded as legendary today.43 scholarly consensus attributes the translation 
of the pentateuch in the third century bce to greek-speaking Jewish communities of 
the diaspora. The translation of additional hebrew scriptures into greek continued 
into the first century ce and was the work of multiple translators, while additional, 
native-greek writings could be included in septuagintal collections.44 a particularly 
pressing problem for some early Christian scholars was the phenomenon of multiple 
recensions of septuagintal books, combined with the presence of additional, and often 
discrepant, greek translations produced in the second century: the translations of 
aquila, symmachus, and Theodotian.45 These translations, combined with variations 
within the septuagintal textual tradition, elicited important text-critical work (more 
on this below).

Toward the end of the second century, writings from the lXX and the greek new 
Testament began to be translated into latin. The first translations appeared in the 
Roman province of africa, and by the third century, many old latin versions circu-
lated in europe as well. it is not clear to what extent the first major latin Christian 
writer, Tertullian, had everything he would have considered scripture available in 
latin translation – it is possible that he himself translated several texts from greek. 
By the middle of the third century, Cyprian probably enjoyed most of the scriptures 
in latin translation, though this text was itself a revision of earlier translations. The 
old latin versions were a living document, revised many times and highly diverse.46

The main syriac translation of the hebrew old Testament was the peshitta. like 
the lXX and the old latin versions, it too had multiple translators. This translation 
was finished by the third century ce.47 scholars term the oldest syriac translation 
of the new Testament the “old syriac.” By the end of the third century the four 
gospels, acts of the apostles, and paul’s fourteen letters (hebrews included) had 
been translated.48
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The other pre-nicene translation was into the various egyptian dialects grouped 
under the heading “Coptic.” in the pre-Constantinian period, the scholarly consensus 
is that numerous translators working independently of one another and in various 
dialects began translating various books of the old and new Testaments. By the end of 
the third century, certainly the gospels and select old Testament writings (translated 
mostly from the lXX) had been rendered into Coptic dialects.49

Reading and study

how, and in what settings, did people become familiar with these scriptures? in late 
antiquity, books (including the Christian scriptures) were usually read out loud.50 only 
a small fraction of Christians could read (estimates of literacy rates in late antiquity, 
including early Christians, range from as low as 5 per cent to as high as 20 per cent),51 
but there is solid evidence for the private reading of scripture in the second and third 
centuries.52 it was primarily within the liturgy, however, that most Christians, particu-
larly the majority who could not read, became familiar with their sacred writings. 
The practice of scriptural reading in the context of worship is already attested in the 
first century and there are several references to the practice of the public reading of 
scripture in the liturgy in the middle of the second century.53 a particularly important 
second-century reference to this practice in Rome comes from Justin:

and on the day called sunday, all who live in cities or in the country gather 
together to one place, and the memoirs of the apostles or the writings of the 
prophets are read, as long as time permits; then, when the reader has ceased, 
the president verbally instructs, and exhorts to the imitation of these good 
things.

(Justin, First Apology 67)54

Toward the end of the second century the office of the reader emerged. The earliest 
evidence for this office comes from Tertullian, and Cyprian speaks frequently of it,55 
as well as indicating that the lector read on a raised platform.56 By the middle of the 
third century this office was widespread: eusebius, for instance, provides us with a list 
of third-century Roman clergy that includes numerous readers.57

alongside this basic act of reading, we detect in the second and third centuries a 
burgeoning interest in the closer examination of scripture within a variety of insti-
tutional settings.58 on the whole, it was the writings of the law and prophets that 
garnered the most attention in our period, though toward the end of the second 
century we detect a growing interest in the study of new Testament literature as 
well. The following is a list of some of the landmark scriptural scholars and their 
writings: 1 Clement (c. 96), Barnabas (before 140), and melito’s On Pascha (second 
half of second century) – all offered dedicated commentary on portions of the old 
Testament.59 melito’s Extracts (an anthology of old Testament texts referring to Jesus) 
no longer survives, as do only fragments of papias’s five-book treatise, Expositions of 
the Sayings of the Lord (early second century). There was an interest in the scriptures, 
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particularly the opening chapters of genesis, within the broad gnostic coalition. 
mention should be made of valentinus, ptolemy, and heracleon (middle- to late- 
second-century figures). heracleon’s Exegetical Notes on the Gospel of John was the 
first dedicated exposition of a particular scriptural book. Justin’s writings, especially 
the First Apology (c. 153–7) and Dialogue with Trypho (c. 160), and Theophilus of 
antioch’s second book of To Autolycus (after 180), evince more than a rudimentary 
knowledge of the old Testament. Both of irenaeus’s surviving works, Against Heresies 
(book three written during the pontificate of eleutherus, 174–89), as well as the 
later Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, indicate a substantial acquaintance 
with the old and new Testaments. Clement of alexandria (who flourished in the 
190s) wrote a book, now nearly completely lost, the Hypotyposes, that apparently 
offered a summary of the whole of scripture; he also wrote Extracts from the Prophets, 
brief annotations that often take a biblical text as the point of departure, as well as 
a homily on mark 10:17–30, Who Is the Rich Man That Shall Be Saved?60 dionysius of 
alexandria (d. 264–5) investigated the apocalypse in his On the Promises; gregory 
Thaumaturgos (mid-third century) composed the Paraphrase of Ecclesiastes into 
classical greek. several scholars, including Julius africanus (c. 160 – c. 210), origen 
(c. 185–254), pamphilus (d. 310), and lucian of antioch (d. 312), had a keen eye 
for discrepancies in biblical manuscripts. among early latin writers, Tertullian (born 
c. 160) wove extensive biblical exegesis into Against the Jews, Against Marcion, and 
Against Praxeas. novatian’s (c. 200–57) exegetical interests surfaced clearly in On 
the Trinity and On Jewish Foods, and Cyprian (c. 200–58) interspersed his exegetical 
reflections throughout his writings, and also composed the three books of testimonies 
To Quirinus.

The two pre-nicene figures, however, who merit most attention for their commitment 
to biblical scholarship are hippolytus (first half of third century) and his near contemporary, 
origen. prior to these two scholars, biblical exegesis was usually episodic. With hippolytus 
and origen, however, there was a heightened commitment to exegetical inquiry, and to the 
presentation of this inquiry in scholia, exegetical homilies, and commentaries. hippolytus 
authored several exegetical works on the old Testament: extant are the Commentary on 
Daniel, Commentary on the Song of Songs, Homily on David and Goliath, and The Blessings 
of Isaac and Jacob and Moses.61 With origen we have, by all accounts, the first professional 
Christian philologist who made scholarly inquiry into most, if not all, of the books he 
considered scriptural.62 moreover, origen offered a program for students to study scripture 
in alexandria63 and embarked upon an even more ambitious program in Caesarea: a broad 
curriculum that culminated in the interpretation of scripture.64

one of the most important advances in scholarship in the latter half of the twentieth 
century has been the contextualization of early Christian exegesis within the world of 
late antique literary analysis.65 scholars have demonstrated with increasing specificity 
how early Christian exegetes already in the second and third centuries drew in varying 
degrees upon the general education (enkyklios paideia), including the exegetical 
practices cultivated by the greco-Roman philologist (grammatikos), in their attempts 
to study scripture carefully. origen explicitly counseled such an approach to scriptural 
study in his famous Letter to Gregory:
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For this reason, i pray that you productively draw from greek philosophy 
those things that are able to become, as it were, general teachings or prepar-
atory teachings for Christianity, as well as those from geometry and astronomy 
which will be useful for the interpretation of the holy writings, in order that 
what the philosophers say about geometry and music and philology and 
rhetoric and astronomy – that these are philosophy’s helpmates – that this too 
we might say concerning philosophy itself as it relates to Christianity.

(origen, Letter to Gregory 1)

in what follows i will discuss the early Christian exegetical enterprise by subdividing 
it into three procedural moments (text criticism, historical examination, and literary 
analysis) before turning to the two referents these procedures sought to identify (the 
literal and the nonliteral).

as already noted above, prior to the printing press, books were painstakingly 
copied word-by-word. This laborious process not surprisingly led to the introduction 
of errors into manuscripts. most of these errors were probably unintentional, the 
result of fatigue, carelessness or incompetence, though some were purposeful. in his 
Commentary on Matthew origen offers a representative lament, that “the differences 
among the copies [of the gospels] have become great either through the negligence 
of some copyists, or through the perverse audacity of others, or through those who 
are careless in the correction of the exemplars.”66 scribes were frequently accused of 
purposefully corrupting biblical manuscripts – it was a charge often specifically leveled 
against Jews and schismatic Christians.67

Before Justin few interpreters knew of or were concerned with variant readings in 
the biblical manuscripts. With Justin and a number of subsequent authors, we detect 
a growing concern for a correct scriptural text.68 We are best informed of origen’s 
text-critical work on the old Testament. he possessed the major greek transla-
tions of the hebrew Bible – the translations of aquila, symmachus, the lXX (the 
church’s adopted version), and Theodotian, along with several others he found in 
palestine69 – and even had hebrew manuscripts in his possession. To illuminate and 
correct many of the discrepancies in the lXX copies, origen created the Hexapla, 
a monumental six-column work. This work would have been consulted by reading 
from top to bottom: each row was dedicated to a single hebrew word or phrase. The 
reader could then pause at any word and read from left to right, moving through each 
of the six columns: the first column on the left margin contained the hebrew text in 
hebrew characters; it was followed by a column with the hebrew text transliterated 
into greek characters and then the four greek translations of aquila, symmachus, 
the lXX, and Theodotian. There are a number of scholarly debates surrounding the 
Hexapla, including the purposes this massive work would have served origen (by some 
estimates, it reached forty codices).70 There seem to be at least two reasons for its 
construction: it helped origen correct the discrepancies between the variants in the 
multiple copies of the lXX; it also alerted him to the differences between the church’s 
greek copies of scripture and those hebrew copies in circulation among the Jews, 
with whom origen interacted throughout his scholarly career.71
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Two other prominent branches of the exegetical enterprise in late antiquity were 
historical inquiry and literary analysis. at a basic level, historical inquiry began with 
the refutation or confirmation of people, sayings, and events narrated in biblical 
passages: could such-and-such have existed, been spoken, or happened, or were these 
fictions?72 Beyond this preliminary historical inquiry, early Christian authors applied 
a range of knowledge drawn from the enkyklios paideia to biblical passages. There 
are any number of instances where geography,73 ancient history,74 natural sciences,75 
geometry,76 philosophy,77 or even previous exegetical work, Christian and Jewish,78 
facilitated commentary on biblical passages.

literary analysis was probably the most prevalent concern of late antique biblical 
exegesis. it included, at the level of words: definitions,79 etymological analyses of 
proper nouns,80 and numerological analysis.81 Figures of speech were parsed as well.82 
For larger syntactical units, authors paid particular attention to grammatical issues,83 
the sequencing of a passage,84 and the person(s) speaking in a passage.85 probably the 
most pervasive literary technique was using clearer passages to illuminate opaque 
passages.86

While this basic sketch of exegetical procedures ushers us into the world of early 
Christian literary analysis, it certainly does not exhaust its philological apparatus. 
arguably the most debated feature of the early Christian exegetical enterprise today 
is its allegorical moment. Within the parameters of this essay it is impossible to 
address all of the debates in the scholarship, so what follows is a series of signposts 
that hopefully guide readers through the complexities that swirl around the literal and 
allegorical interpretations of scripture in pre-nicene Christianity.

(1) it is misleading to speak of literal and allegorical exegesis as “techniques” or 
“methods,” since they identified, not philological procedures per se, but rather the 
sorts of referents the aforementioned historical and literary procedures could uncover.87 
Contrary to some scholarly constructs, in early Christianity philological scholarship 
lay as much at the root of literal interpretation as it did nonliteral interpretation.88

(2) interpreters sought two exegetical referents: the literal and the nonliteral.
literal interpretations aimed for the “letter” or “history,” what could variously 

be called the “obvious,” “first-hand,” “proper,” “surface,” or “immediate” referent. 
nonliteral interpretations, designated by terms like “allegorical,” “figurative,” “philo-
sophical,” “ascending,” “mystical,” and “spiritual,” sought after the “other,” “lofty,” 
“deeper,” or “hidden” referent. in short, literal interpretation identified the immediate 
referent, whereas allegorical interpretation cast about for the “other” referent.89

it is important to stress that exegetical vocabulary could be used fluidly in the second 
and third centuries. hard distinctions, for instance, between theoria and allegory 
emerged later, in the fourth-century critique of origen’s exegesis (esp. in diodore 
of Tarsus and Theodore of mopsuestia). similarly, expressions like “anagogical” or 
“tropological” exegesis should not be read anachronistically as signifying something 
distinct from “allegorical” exegesis since it is, again, only in the early fifth century 
with John Cassian that a distinction between these sorts of interpretations was made.90

it is also important not to confuse the literal and nonliteral referents with the 
multiple senses of scripture. in origen’s famous discussion of the three senses of 
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scripture in On First Principles 4.2.4 he speaks of the “body,” “soul,” and “spirit” of 
scripture. here he means one literal referent (body) and two nonliteral referents (soul 
and spirit), the latter two differentiated from one another by their content (the moral 
life and doctrine respectively).91

“Typology” is a largely unhelpful term not only because it does not translate an 
ancient greek or latin word, but also because it suggests in modern treatments a 
conflict with allegory (where “typology” equates to successful nonliteral exegesis 
and “allegory” to its unsuccessful nonliteral twin). While there was plenty of talk in 
pre-nicene Christianity about scriptural figures (tupoi) and how to read them nonlit-
erally, there was no special vocabulary to signify the nonliteral reading of tupoi. The 
terms used to express this nonliteral interpretation included “spiritual,” “mystical,” and 
“ascending” exegesis, the very expressions that could often be used interchangeably 
with “allegorical.”92 indeed, in book two of his Miscellanies, Clement of alexandria 
referred to “allegorizing (allégorésas) isaac as consecrated sacrifice,” since he was “a 
type (tupon) for us of the coming economy of salvation.”93

(3) When we canvass the pre-nicene period we see a willingness to read both the 
old and new Testaments literally and nonliterally. Christians read old Testament 
passages literally and new Testament passages as well, so long as the literal referent 
proved instructive and edifying.94

of course, the scriptures could also be read nonliterally, and as a general rule the 
allegorical referent was some facet of the church’s teaching, usually pertaining to Jesus 
Christ, the ethical life of Christians, and on occasion the cosmos as god’s creation. 
early Christians repeatedly allegorized old Testament figures, events, and institutions 
(i.e. the Jewish cult including circumcision, the sabbath, the tabernacle and temple, 
sacrificial system, etc.).95 Jesus’ parables were often analyzed nonliterally.96

For particular passages, some were consistently read literally (such as the pauline 
corpus), others nonliterally (the events pertaining to the Jewish cult), and still others 
both literally and nonliterally.97

(4) The spirit of the allegorical enterprise was both flexible and principled. it was, 
on the one hand, open-ended: scholars could offer multiple nonliteral interpretations 
of a given passage98 and could happily concede that they did not have the last word.99 
on the other hand, these same scholars expressed a concern for criteria that demar-
cated proper from improper allegorical interpretations.100

(5) Finally, there was awareness, at least in certain circles, of how contentious 
nonliteral interpretation could be. origen was often put on the defensive in his 
homilies when he embarked upon his allegorical readings, which suggests unease 
with this approach to scripture in his congregations.101 he felt the need to respond 
at length to Celsus’s critique of Christians who allegorized scripture,102 his allegorical 
readings would later draw the ire of porphyry,103 and two of his staunchest supporters, 
pamphilus and eusebius, specifically undertook a defense of his allegory in their 
Apology for Origen.104
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Scripture’s message

We gather a more complete sense of how, and why, the scriptures were studied in 
early Christianity when we examine a few additional convictions about their message. 
as already noted above, early Christians believed that their scriptures enjoyed a 
dual authorship and that these authors had collaborated to communicate a message. 
But where could this message be found? There were two widely repeated and shared 
patterns of responses to this question. on the one hand, interpreters could speak of the 
scriptures as either “closed” or “open.” scripture’s meanings could be hidden – buried 
intentionally by the authors in enigmas, parables, allegories, etc., so as to provide the 
few who were capable of delving more deeply into the text with challenges.105 But 
the scriptures could also convey meanings plainly and openly to the larger public, 
especially those teachings that were central to its saving message.106 if this first pattern 
of responses to the question, “Where could this message be found?” had accessibility 
as its motif, the other pattern was centered upon the theme of scope: the message of 
scripture could be born by the smallest details of the text (thereby justifying a pains-
taking analysis of its minutiae107), but at the same time, it could also be discovered 
“macroscopically,” as it were, throughout all of scripture.

one of the leading debates in pre-nicene Christianity centered upon this macro-
scopic message of scripture. Those Christians committed to the authority of both the 
old and new Testaments (however fluid these collections might have been) found 
themselves in a debate with two communities, the Jews and gnostics, who each 
defined the breadth of scripture’s harmonious and saving message more narrowly. 
on the one hand, these Christians shared with the Jews a common set of scriptures, 
yet needed to make a case for Jesus and the church as reflected in new Testament 
writings. The basic motif in the sprawling adversus Iudaeos literature of the second and 
third centuries was that the prophecies in israel’s scriptures, whether in the form of 
written oracles or figurative events,108 pointed to Jesus as the promised messiah, the 
replacement of israel’s ceremonial cult, and the church as the new people of god.109 
early Christian exegetes defended such a style of reading by turning back to the 
precedent set by paul, or even Jesus,110 and in turn, charged the Jews with an ignorance 
of their own scriptures and sometimes with literalism.111

on the other hand, these same Christians shared a commitment to Jesus with 
marcion and the gnostic coalition, even if this allegiance was expressed in patently 
different ways.112 yet a case had to be made for the continuity of the message in the 
old Testament with that in the new.113 The strategy of response to the gnostic 
coalition was very similar to the responses formulated in debate with the Jews: to 
demonstrate the accord between the two testaments – the same god, the same story of 
salvation, linked by prophecies that found their fulfillment in Jesus and the church.114 
in both of these debates, the argument for the harmonious, single message of scripture 
running through both testaments resulted in a reciprocal transference of authority: 
on the one hand, the life and mission of Jesus was validated by its location with the 
narrative of the old Testament; on the other hand, Jesus confirmed the authority of 
israel’s scriptures.115
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in both of these conversations the majority of Christians expressed the conviction 
that the scriptures spoke with one voice from beginning to end. What, then, did 
scripture’s authors intend to communicate?116 The answer we frequently hear is that 
they collaborated to speak a saving message to each and every reader. irenaeus, for 
instance, could write:

This, beloved, is the preaching of the truth, and this is the character of our 
salvation, and this is the way of life, which the prophets announced and 
Christ confirmed and the apostles handed over and the church, in the whole 
world, hands down to her children.

(irenaeus, Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 98)117

or Clement:

it is now time … to go to the prophetic scriptures; for the oracles present 
us with the appliances necessary for the attainment of piety, and so establish 
the truth. The divine scriptures and institutions of wisdom form the short 
road to salvation. devoid of embellishment, of outward beauty of diction, of 
wordiness and seductiveness, they raise up humanity strangled by wickedness, 
teaching men to despise the casualties of life; and with one and the same 
voice remedying many evils, they at once dissuade us from pernicious deceit, 
and clearly exhort us to the attainment of the salvation set before us.

(Clement of alexandria, Exhortation to the Greeks 8.77)118

We can trace this remarkable claim about scripture throughout pre-nicene 
Christianity.119 moreover, we can also detect several attempts to specify the content of 
this saving message. at times, early Christian exegetes offered syntheses of scripture’s 
message that were decidedly christocentric, in keeping with the conviction that this 
one voice of scripture was only clearly heard after the incarnation.120 so, for instance, 
origen could assert that there was a sense in which everything – the law, prophets, 
gospels, apostolic epistles  – was in some way “gospel,” since each part of scripture 
announced Jesus.121 more often, however, and particularly in the context of gnostic 
polemic, several authors from the second century onward sketched summaries of the 
cardinal teachings of Christianity, i.e. “rules” of faith. many of these were short, with 
articles on god the Father, Jesus Christ, and the holy spirit, whereas others were 
longer with several additional articles on creation, souls, angelic beings, and even 
scripture.122 What is interesting about these rules is that they not only served as a 
criterion for assessing the validity of competing interpretations of scripture, but that 
they were also thought to be concise summaries of the scriptural message.123

This expectation that the scriptures announced a saving message in turn colored the 
exegetical enterprise, so that it too was plotted on explicitly religious coordinates. For 
most early Christians, adherence to the church’s rule of faith and allegiance to Jesus as 
the messiah both characterized ideal interpreters of scripture. These interpreters also 
needed to cultivate virtues that shaped inquiry into scripture, such as attentiveness, 
curiosity, care, a love for truth, and persistence. Referring to scripture, irenaeus wrote:
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a sound mind … devoted to piety and the love of truth, will eagerly meditate 
upon those things which god has placed within the power of mankind, 
and has subjected to our knowledge, and will make advancement in them, 
rendering the knowledge of them easy to him by means of daily study.

(irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.27.1)124

Theophilus advised: “But do you also, if you please, give reverential attention to the 
prophetic scriptures.”125 and origen exhorted a whole series of commitments:

you, then, my lord and son, apply yourself to the reading of the divine 
scriptures, but do apply yourself. We need great application when we are 
reading divine things, so that we may not be precipitous in saying or under-
standing anything concerning them. also, applying yourself to divine reading 
with the intention to believe and to please god, knock at what is closed in it, 
and it will be opened to you by the doorkeeper, concerning whom Jesus said, 
“To him the doorkeeper opens” [John 10:3]. as you apply yourself to divine 
reading, seek correctly and with unshakable faith in god the sense of the 
divine scriptures hidden from the many. do not be content with knocking 
and seeking, for prayer is most necessary for understanding divine matters. it 
was to exhort us to this very thing that the savior did not only say, “Knock, 
and it shall be opened to you” and “seek, and you shall find,” but also, “ask, 
and it shall be given to you” [matt. 7:7; luke 11:9].

(origen, Letter to Gregory 4)126

interpreters, as origen does in this paragraph, spoke of the reading of scripture as 
an encounter with god in prayer where the interpreter requested and also received 
from scripture’s divine author clues about its message. “There is a veil of ignorance 
lying upon the heart of those who read and do not understand” the scriptures, origen 
wrote.

This veil is taken away by god’s gift, when he perceives a man who has done 
everything in his own power, and by use has exercised his senses to distinguish 
good and evil, and has unceasingly said in his prayer, “open thou mine eyes, 
that i may understand thy wonders out of thy law” [ps. 118:18].

(origen, Against Celsus 4.50)127

While there were several Christian intellectuals in our period who modeled scholarly 
proficiency in the interpretation of scripture, what was not lost or seen as conflicting 
with this ideal was the awareness that the exegetical enterprise was a deeply religious 
affair. at its core, interpreters, and those for whom they interpreted, sought to discern 
in scripture a life-giving message; scripture offered more than information, it offered 
salvation. passages like those cited above make clear that the interpreter’s task was 
not simply to discern with technical proficiency the Christian drama of salvation 
inscribed in scripture’s pages. Rather, the exercise of interpretation already afforded 
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the interpreter an opportunity to participate in this living drama, an exercise by 
which interpreters could express their Christian commitments – be they adherence to 
the church’s rule, discipleship to Jesus, cultivating reading virtues, or embarking on 
the life of prayer – and thereby make their return to god through the still shifting 
collection of sacred writings.

it comes as no surprise, then, that we see such energetic activity pulsating around 
the scriptures in early Christianity: these writings were copied, translated and dissemi-
nated, and they played a prominent role in religious disputes, persecution, and in the 
religious life of the individual interpreter. While these scriptures were subjected to 
private scholarly scrutiny, they were also ushered into the public domain when they 
were read within the liturgy, expounded upon in the homily, and woven in a variety of 
ways into early Christian literature. Consistently, these writings were used to support 
the ongoing life of Christian churches, advancing a range of liturgical, catechetical 
and apologetical interests. ultimately, then, the role of scripture for the larger 
Christian community was no different than its role for the individual interpreter. F. 
young has put it well: “The Bible’s principal function in the patristic period was the 
generation of a way of life, grounded in the truth about the way things are, as revealed 
by god’s Word. exegesis served this end. … The heart of the matter lay in the many-
faceted process of finding life’s meaning portrayed in the pages of scripture.”128 origen 
stated the matter concisely: “scripture has been prepared by god to be given for 
humanity’s salvation.”129
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Notes
1  The earliest greek pandects, Codex vaticanus and Codex sinaiticus, come from the fourth century. 

The etymological history of the term “Bible” illustrates well the shifting physical format of the 
Christian scriptures. The english “Bible” derives from the late latin biblia (fem. sg.), for the earlier 
biblia (neut. pl.). according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the “common change of a latin neuter 
plural into a feminine singular … was in the case of biblia facilitated by the habit of regarding the 
scriptures as one work” (The Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd edn, s.v. “Bible”). in the middle ages the 
sacred “books” of Christians are increasingly transmitted physically as one book, hence the singular 
biblia from which we get “Bible.” To trace the etymology further, the earlier latin plural biblia was 
adopted from the greek ta biblia, the plural of biblion, the customary greek word for “book.” Justin 
(Dialogue with Trypho 75) uses the singular noun to refer to an individual book of the Bible. in the 
plural, it can refer to the old Testament writings (2 Clement 14.2; origen, Homilies on Jeremiah 14.12) 
or to the whole Christian scriptures (origen, Commentary on John 6.8).

2  of the approximately 172 biblical manuscripts or fragments written before the turn of the fifth 
century (98 from the old Testament and 74 from the new), roughly 158 come from codices and only 
14 from scrolls. statistics from C. h. Roberts and T. C. skeat, The Birth of the Codex, london: oxford 
university press, 1987, p. 38. For a concise discussion of the hypotheses that attempt to explain why 
Christians preferred the codex to the scroll, see Birth of the Codex, pp. 45–61. For a more substantial 
discussion of the early Christian book, see h. y. gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church: A 
History of Early Christian Texts, new haven, CT: yale university press, 1995, pp. 42–81.

3  B. m. metzger and B. d. ehrman, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and 
Restoration, 4th edn, new york: oxford university press, 2005, p. 55.

4  h. B. swete, An Introduction to the Old Testament in Greek, Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 
1902; repr. eugene, oR: Wipf & stock, 2003, p. 123. not only did the order of writings within these 
collections vary, so too did the order between them – the general pattern, however, divided books 
according to genre or content: historical, poetic, followed by prophetic writings (cf. pp. 216–20).

5  For example, Chester Beatty papyrus 46 is dated c. ce 200 and comprised originally 104 leaves: it 
contained ten letters of paul in the following order: Rom., heb., 1 and 2 Cor., eph., gal., phil., Col., 
1 and 2 Thess. Chester Beatty papyrus 45 dates to the early third century and contained the four 
gospels and the acts of the apostles on originally 220 leaves (metzger and ehrman, Text of the New 
Testament, pp. 54–5). Within these collections the order of writings was variable, though paul’s letters 
tended to be subdivided into two categories, those addressed to churches on the one hand, and those 
addressed to individuals on the other, and within each of these lists the letters were collected in order 
of descending length. more complete nT manuscripts often have the sequence: gospels, acts of the 
apostles, Catholic epistles, pauline epistles, and finally the apocalypse. on the sequencing of nT 
writings, see “appendix ii: variations in the sequence of the Books of the new Testament,” in B. m. 
metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Development and Significance, oxford: Clarendon, 
1987, pp. 295–300.

6  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.12–14. There is scholarly debate about when testimony collec-
tions were first used, and in what formats they circulated. as o. skarsaune has argued, it is probably 
misleading to think that testimony passages circulated exclusively in anthologies, such as those 
mentioned above. There was more likely a “testimony tradition” that was passed along in a variety of 
literary formats (including citations embedded in earlier Christian literature, such as matt., Rom., and 
1 Clem.), and was also transmitted orally (o. skarsaune, “scriptural interpretation in the second and 
Third Centuries,” in m. sæbø [ed.], Hebrew Bible/Old Testament: The History of Its Interpretation, vol. 
1: From the Beginnings to the Middle Ages (Until 1300), göttingen: vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1996, 
pp. 418–21). important second-century writings that rely on some sort of testimony tradition include 
Barnabas, Justin’s First Apology and Dialogue with Trypho, and the no longer extant work, A Controversy 
between Jason and Papiscus about Christ. also see m. C. albl, “And Scripture Cannot Be Broken”: The 
Form and Function of the Early Christian Testimonia Collections, leiden: Brill, 1999, pp. 97–158.

7  see K. haines-eitzen, Guardians of Letters: Literacy, Power and the Transmitters of Early Christian 
Literature, new york: oxford university press, 2000, for a social history of the scribes who copied 
Christian texts during the second and third centuries.
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8  There are hints of scriptoria surrounding the figure of origen in both his alexandrian and Caesarean 
periods. eusebius tells us that origen’s patron, ambrose, provided him with a staff of shorthand writers 
who took down his dictations, as well as copyists and young women trained in fine writing. These 
helped not only in the preparation of origen’s scriptural commentaries, but also in the transmission 
of the “biblical oracles” themselves (Ecclesiastical History 6.23.1–2). also note a fragment from an 
undated letter, in which origen writes: “we who are compelled to study and correct ta antigrapha,” 
i.e. copies of manuscripts. The letter does not specify whether these are scriptural manuscripts, 
though the reference to origen and his fellow philologists studying and correcting copies seems to 
suggest the scriptures (p. nautin, Lettres et écrivains chrétiens des IIe et IIIe siècles, paris: Cerf, 1961, 
pp. 250.7–251.12).

   The strongest evidence for a scriptorium comes from the early fourth century in Caesarea. 
Constantine commissioned this city’s bishop, eusebius, to furnish the new churches in Constantinople 
“with fifty copies of the sacred scriptures” (eusebius, Life of Constantine 4.36). it is difficult to imagine 
the fluid completion of this task without some sort of scriptorium (so also g. Cavallo, “scuola, scrip-
torium, biblioteca a Cesarea,” in g. Cavallo [ed.], Le biblioteche nel mondo antico e medievala, Bari: 
laterza 1988, pp. 67–70; gamble, Books and Readers in the Early Church, pp. 121, 158) though some 
still contest the idea of this institution in Caesarea (K. haines-eitzen, Guardians of Letters, pp. 89–91; 
T. C. skeat, “Codex sinaiticus,” Journal of Theological Studies 50, 1999, 607). This debate depends, of 
course, upon how ambitiously we define the term “scriptorium.”

9  see C. markschies, Kaiserzeitliche christliche Theologie und ihre Institutionen: Prolegomena zu einer 
Geschichte der antiken christlichen Theologie, Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 2007, pp. 311–14.

10  To be clear, these libraries were not housed in discrete buildings. in the pre-Constantinian period, 
most congregations gathered in an unmodified house church or domus ecclesiae (“house of the 
church”), i.e. a domestic setting that had undergone basic renovations to make the house more 
suitable for basic liturgical purposes. see l. michael White, Building God’s House in the Roman World: 
Architectural Adaptation among Pagans, Jews, and Christians, Baltimore: Johns hopkins university 
press, 1990, pp. 102–39.

11  see eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 8.2.4–5; Martyrs of Palestine [short] preface; Life of Constantine 3.1. 
also see W. speyer, Büchervernichtung und Zensur des Geistes bei Heiden, Juden und Christen, stuttgart: 
hiersmann, 1981.

12  For a translation of the Deeds of Zenophilus, see m. edwards (ed. and trans.), Optatus: Against the 
Donatists, liverpool: liverpool university press, 1997, pp. 150–69. see also gamble, Books and 
Readers in the Early Church, pp. 145–54.

13  h. y. gamble and a. J. Carriker distinguish these two libraries more softly from the archival collec-
tions than C. markschies. For gamble, they are distinguished by serving purposes beyond the 
liturgical and archival, i.e. research (Books and Readers in the Early Church, p. 154); for Carriker, by 
offering more substantial works of literature and scholarship (The Library of Eusebius of Caesarea, 
leiden: Brill, 2003, pp. 2–3). markschies, however, draws a sharper demarcation, contending that 
these larger libraries, unlike the archives, were open to the public (Kaiserzeitliche christliche Theologie 
und ihre Institutionen, p. 311).

14  eusebius briefly mentions this library, and his use of it in the composition of his Ecclesiastical History 
6.20.1–2. see a. ehrhardt, “die griechische patriarchal-Bibliothek von Jerusalem,” Römische 
Quartalschrift 5, 1891, pp. 217–65; 6, 1892, pp. 339–65.

15  on pamphilus and this library, see eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.32.3; Jerome, Letter 34.1; Jerome, 
On Illustrious Men 75. For a fuller discussion of this library, see Carriker, Library of Eusebius of 
Caesarea.

16  several essays in l. m. mcdonald and J. a. sanders (eds), The Canon Debate, peabody, ma: 
hendrickson, 2002, provide helpful orientation to the topic.

17  There are basically two different definitions of “canon” in the scholarly literature. The broader 
definition renders it as a list of scriptural books, where a writing is “canonical” if it functioned as 
scripture. according to this definition, there was certainly a canon in pre-nicene Christianity, since 
there were scriptures in pre-nicene Christianity. moreover, since this canon was subject to revision, 
both expansions and contractions as debates and uncertainties swirled around the scriptural status of 
any given book, scholars can talk about the canon as “open” until the fourth and fifth centuries when 
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it finally began to “close.” The increasing trend in the literature, however, is to render “canon” more 
narrowly. such a “canon” is a closed or fixed list of scriptures, i.e. a list that comprehensively identifies 
every scriptural writing (and by extension, excludes every other writing from this list). i follow this, 
but also make explicit what is often tacitly assumed in this narrower definition: that this fixed list 
must also achieve widespread acceptance. Thus, when a scriptural writing is called “canonical” on 
this definition, it is because it is part of a widely accepted and final collection. on this definition, 
then, while the earliest followers of Jesus possessed scriptures, they did not possess a “canon” of 
scriptures. on these different definitions of “canon” in the scholarship, see a. C. sundberg Jr, 
“Toward a Revised history of the new Testament Canon,” Studia Evangelica 4, 1968, pp. 452–61; 
J. Barton, Holy Writings, Sacred Texts: The Canon in Early Christianity, louisville: Westminster John 
Knox, 1997, pp. 1–14; h. y. gamble, “The new Testament Canon: Recent Research and the status 
Quaestionis,” mcdonald and sanders, Canon Debate, pp. 267–71.

   it is, moreover, a different question to ask what early Christian writers meant when they used 
the term kanon in reference to scriptural writings (this only happens in the second half of the 
fourth century). For a brief discussion of this term and the debates surrounding its use in antiquity, 
see metzger, Canon of the New Testament, pp. 289–93; more substantially, see h. ohme, Kanon 
Ekklesiastikos: Die Bedeutung des Altkirchlichen Kanonbegriffs, new york: Walter de gruyter, 1998.

18  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.25.1–7.
19  For instance, when augustine was writing Christian Instruction (c. 396) we still have a picture of 

indeterminacy – at 2.12 he suggests that individual churches have their own final lists, but that these 
do not always agree with one another.

20  irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.28.2; Theophilus, To Autolycus 2.22; for an extended argument for 
scripture’s inspiration, see origen, On First Principles 4.1.1–7; for a valentinian account of the inspi-
ration of the mosaic law, see ptolemy, Letter to Flora.

21  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.25.1–7; 3.28.2; 6.25.11–14. on apostolicity as a criterion, see 
W. h. ohlig, Die theologische Begründung des neutestamentlichen Kanons in der alten Kirche, dusseldorf: 
patmos, 1972, pp. 57–156.

22  athenagoras describes god inspiring the prophets as a flute player plays a flute (Plea on Behalf of 
Christians 9; pseudo-Justin, Hortatory Address to Greeks 8 for the image of a harp or lyre). note 
origen’s defense of the consciousness of those inspired (On First Principles 3.3.4; Against Celsus 7.3–4; 
Homilies on Ezekiel 6.1).

23  on antiquity as a characteristic of scripture, see irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.11.9, 5.20.1; hegesippus 
(eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.22.8); Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.17; Tertullian, 
Prescription against Heretics 32, Against Marcion 4.5; origen, Commentary on Matthew Ser 47; eusebius, 
Ecclesiastical History 3.38.1–2; muratorian Canon on Shepherd of Hermas. in several of these passages 
antiquity is said to safeguard the orthodoxy of a particular writing. The antiquity of scripture also 
played a leading role in the polemic with greco-Roman critics of Christianity who contended that 
the scriptures were insufficiently antique. one of the responses that we find scattered throughout 
pre-nicene writings was that moses and the prophets antedated the greek poets and philosophers, 
and that when the latter spoke well, they were dependent upon the former or directly dependent 
upon the god of Christians (e.g. Justin, First Apology 54; pseudo-Justin, Hortatory Address to Greeks 
8, passim; Tatian, Address to Greeks 31; Theophilus, To Autolycus 3.20–30; Clement of alexandria, 
Miscellanies 1.25; origen, Against Celsus 4.11, 4.21, 6.7). see a. J. droge, Homer or Moses? Early 
Christian Interpretations of the History of Culture, Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1989.

24  The standard histories of the canon discuss these factors. see, for instance, ohlig, Die theologische 
Begründung, pp. 34–53; metzger, Canon of the New Testament, pp. 75–112.

25  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 3.3.2, 3.24.17–18, 3.25.6. see W. h. ohlig, Die theologische Begründung, 
pp. 269–95.

26  depending upon how one dates the muratorian canon  – it has been traditionally dated to the 
late second century, though a. C. sundberg, “Canon muratori: a Fourth Century list,” Harvard 
Theological Review 66, 1973, pp. 1–41; and g. hahneman, The Muratorian Fragment and the 
Development of the Canon, oxford: Clarendon, 1992, locate it in the fourth century. The two 
pre-nicene lists of oT writings come from melito (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.13–14) and 
origen (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.25.2). The three pre-nicene nT lists are: irenaeus (eusebius, 
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Ecclesiastical History 5.8.2–8); Clement of alexandria (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.14.1–7); 
origen (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.25.3–14).

27  Theophilus, To Autolycus 3.29.
28  2 Clement 14.2.
29  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.12.11, 4.9.1; Tertullian, Against Marcion 1.19, 4.1, 4.11.
30  melito is the first to link the idea of covenant with scriptures when he spoke of the “books of the 

old covenant” (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.13); irenaeus, Against Heresies 4.9.1; Clement of 
alexandria clearly links the idea of covenant with authoritative Jewish and Christian scriptures 
(Miscellanies 3.6; 4.21); Tertullian, Against Praxeas 15; and origen, though with reluctance, speaks of 
“old” and “new Testaments”: see On First Principles 4.1.1; Commentary on John 5.8; Prayer 22.1; and 
Homilies on Numbers 9.4 where the old Testament is only “old” if it is understood carnally; it is “new” 
if it is understood spiritually; likewise, the nT becomes “old” when it is read in a fleshly manner.

31  polycarp, To the Philippians 6.3; Barnabas 6; Justin, First Apology 67; irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.2.5, 
5.pref.; Clement of alexandria, Exhortation to the Greeks 8; origen, Commentary on John 1.32.

32  ignatius, To the Smyrnaeans 5.1; irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.3.6, 4.2.1; Diognetus 11.6; Clement of 
alexandria, Miscellanies 6.11; Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics 36; hippolytus, Commentary on 
Daniel 4.12; origen, On First Principles 1.pref.4, 1.3.1.

33  For a helpful table of oT citations in the second and third centuries, see F. stuhlhofer, Der Gebrauch 
der Bible von Jesus bis Euseb: Eine statistische Untersuchung zur Kanonsgeschichte, Wuppertal: R. 
Brockhaus, 1988, pp. 59–60.

34  it is important to note that the early church’s endorsement of the lXX, the oldest greek translation 
of hebrew scriptures, did not imply the endorsement of a fixed table of contents. The few extant 
complete lXX manuscripts, along with lists of oT books, confirm that lXX copies did not circulate 
with identical contents (see swete, Introduction to the Old Testament in Greek, pp. 197–230).

35  polycarp, To the Philippians 6.3; 2 Clement 14.2; Justin, First Apology 67.
36  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.12.11–12, 4.15.2; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 5.13; Tertullian, 

Against Marcion 4.1; origen, On First Principles 4.1.1, Commentary on John 5.8. see Kinzig, “KainhÌ 
diaqhvnkh: The Title of the new Testament in the second and Third Centuries,” Journal of Theological 
Studies 45, 1994, pp. 519–44.

37  irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.2.5, 3.9.1; Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching 98; Theophilus, To 
Autolycus 3.12; Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics 36; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.16; 
origen, On First Principles pref.1, 1.3.1.

38  Jesus’ words had scriptural status in the first century (see 1 Cor. 7:10, 9:14, 11:23–26; and esp. 1 
Tim. 5:18 where, along with deut. 25:4, Jesus’ words count as “scripture”); paul’s writings also count 
as scripture (see 2 pet. 3:16). in the second century, this juxtaposition is frequent: for example, 
2 Clement 2.1–4, 14.2; Barnabas 4; athenagoras, Resurrection 18; Theophilus, To Autolycus 2.22; 
ptolemy, Letter to Flora 3.5–8, 4.1, 4.4, 7.5, 7.10, etc.

39  particularly surrounding the Shepherd of Hermas, Barnabas, Didache, 1 Clement, 2 pet. 2–3, John, heb., 
James, the apocalypse. see h. y. gamble, “status Quaestionis,” in mcdonald and sanders, Canon 
Debate, pp. 287–90 for a more detailed discussion.

40  For patterns of citation, see stuhlhofer, Der Gebrauch der Bible von Jesus bis Euseb, p. 41.
41  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.12–14.
42  “septuagint” is from the latin for “seventy” (septuaginta). The earliest designation of this greek 

translation as the “seventy” probably occurs at eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.16.1, 4 (hebdome-
konta); augustine appears to have been the first latin writer to refer to this translation by the latin 
septuaginta (City of God 18.42).

43  see Justin, First Apology 31; pseudo-Justin, Exhortation to the Greeks 13; irenaeus, Against Heresies 
3.21.2; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 1.22; Tertullian, Apology 18. For a full list, see s. Jellicoe, 
The Septuagint and Modern Study, oxford: Clarendon, 1968, pp. 33–5.

44  n. F. marcos, The Septuagint in Context: Introduction to the Greek Versions of the Bible, trans. W. g. e. 
Watson, leiden: Brill, 2001, pp. 53–66.

45  on these and other greek translations, see marcos, Septuagint in Context, pp. 109–73.
46  augustine’s comment about the latin translations is telling: “Those who translated the scriptures 

from hebrew into greek can be counted; this is certainly not true of latin translators. The fact is that 
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whenever in the early days of the faith a greek codex came into anybody’s hands, and he felt that he 
had the slightest familiarity with each language, he rushed in with a translation” (Christian Instruction 
2.16; trans. e. hill, Teaching Christianity: De Doctrina Christiana, vol. 11 of The Works of Augustine: A 
Translation for the 21st Century, hyde park, ny: new City, 1996, p. 136).

47  see m. p. Weitzman, The Syriac Version of the Old Testament: An Introduction, Cambridge: Cambridge 
university press, 1999.

48  mention should also be made of Tatian’s Diatessaron (c. 170), a harmony of the four gospels woven 
together into a single narrative. There is debate, however, about whether this harmony was first 
composed in syriac or greek. see W. l. petersen, Tatian’s Diatessaron: Its Creation, Dissemination, 
Significance and History in Scholarship, leiden: Brill, 1994.

49  on the Coptic translations of the oT, see p. nagel, “old Testament, Coptic Translations of,” in  
a. s. atiya (ed.), The Coptic Encyclopedia, vol. 6, new york, 1991, pp. 1836–40.

50  Though silent reading was not as rare as scholars have customarily thought. see B. m. W. Knox, 
“silent Reading in antiquity,” Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies 9, 1968, pp. 421–35; a. K. 
gavrilov, “Reading Techniques in Classical antiquity,” Classical Quarterly 47, 1997, pp. 56–73; m. 
Burnyeat, “postscript on silent Reading,” Classical Quarterly 47, 1997, pp. 74–6.

51  The most extensive discussion of literacy in the ancient world is by W.v. harris, Ancient Literacy, 
Cambridge, ma: harvard university press, 1989. The study offers low estimates of literacy rates in 
the ancient world. see also the respondents to harris in J. h. humphrey (ed.), Literacy in the Roman 
World, Journal of Roman archaeology supplementary series 3, ann arbor, mi: Journal of Roman 
archeology, 1991.

52  perhaps polycarp, To the Philippians 12.1; eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.26.13; ptolemy, Letter to 
Flora 3.1; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 1.7; Tertullian, Apology 31; origen and his father 
(eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.2.7–11); origen, Homilies on Genesis 10.1, 11.3, 12.5; Homilies on 
Exodus 12.2, 12.27; Homilies on Leviticus 11.7; Homilies on Numbers 2.1, 27.1; Homilies on Joshua 20.1, 
etc. also note the anecdote relayed by Jerome (Apology against Rufinus 1.9) where, quoting from 
eusebius’s Life of Pamphilus, he notes how pamphilus would eagerly lend copies of scripture to men 
and women who could read. For a more complete dossier of evidence, see a. harnack, Bible Reading 
in the Early Church, trans. J. R. Wilkinson, eugene, oR: Wipf & stock, 2005, pp. 32–89.

53  There are several scattered references to this practice already in the nT (1 Tim. 4:13; Rev. 1:3).
54  Trans. and ed. a. Roberts and W. h. Rambaut, The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, 

rev. edn, in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1, edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1885–7; repr. grand Rapids, mi: 
Wm. B. eerdmans, 1987; repr. peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1994, p. 186.

55  Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics 41; Apology 39; Cyprian, Letters 29, 38.2, 39.4–5. see h. 
leclercq, “lecteur,” in F. Cabrol and h. leclercq (eds), Dictionnaire d’archéologie chrétienne et de 
liturgie, vol. 8, paris: librairie letouzey et ané, 1929, pp. 2241–69.

56  Cyprian, Letters 38.2, 39.5.
57  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.43.11.
58  see markschies, Kaiserzeitliche christliche Theologie und ihre Institutionen, pp. 43–213, for the institu-

tional settings in which Christian theology was practiced in the second and third centuries.
59  The dates that follow are taken from C. moreschini and e. norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin 

Literature: A Literary History, vol. 1: From Paul to the Age of Constantine, trans. m. J. o’Connell, 
peabody, ma: hendrickson, 2005.

60  also known as Salvation of the Rich.
61  There are significant debates about the identity of hippolytus, whether we ought to maintain a 

single author for the large hippolytean corpus, or maintain two different authors. For orientation, see 
moreschini and norelli, Early Christian Greek and Latin Literature, vol. 1, pp. 232–8; J. a. Cerrato, 
Hippolytus between East and West: The Commentaries and the Provenance of the Corpus, oxford: oxford 
university press, 2002.

62  For a list of his specifically exegetical works, see m. geerard (ed.), Clavis Patrum Graecorum, vol. 1: 
Patres Antenicaeni, Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols, 1983, pp. 1410–68, 1500.

63  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.3.1–9, 13. There are several debates about the character of this 
school. For a recent overview (with bibliography), see markschies, Kaiserzeitliche christliche Theologie 
und ihre Institutionen, pp. 97–102.
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64  see gregory, Address of Thanksgiving, esp. ch. 15. For a preliminary orientation to this school, 
including its history after origen, see Carriker, Library of Eusebius, pp. 6–17.

65  The important english studies here are R. m. grant, The Letter and the Spirit, london: spCK, 1957; 
The Earliest Lives of Jesus, london: spCK, 1961, ch. 2. The two most substantial investigations of 
this topic are: C. schäublin, Untersuchungen zu Methode und Herkunft der Antiochenischen Exegese, 
Cologne: p. hanstein, 1974; and B. neuschäfer, Origenes als Philologe, Basil: Friedrich Reinhardt, 
1987. For a quick sketch of the philological commitments of early Christian scriptural scholars, see 
F. young, Biblical Exegesis and the Formation of Christian Culture, Cambridge: Cambridge university 
press, 1997, pp. 76–96. standard accounts of the antique literary scholarship include: J. e. sandys, A 
History of Classical Scholarship, vol. 1: From the Sixth Century BC to the End of the Middle Ages, 3rd edn, 
new york: hafner, 1967; R. pfeiffer, A History of Classical Scholarship, vol. 1: From the Beginnings to 
the Hellenistic Age, new york: oxford university press, 1968. much of the attention that now follows 
will be directed to origen, whose achievements in pre-nicene biblical scholarship tower over other 
scholars.

66  origen, Commentary on Matthew 15.14. irenaeus on copyists’ errors: Against Heresies 5.30.1.
67  For examples of the charge of scribal corruption without theological motivation, see irenaeus, Against 

Heresies 5.30.1; origen, Commentary on Matthew 16.19; Homilies on Jeremiah 16.5.2. For scribal 
corruption under theological influence, see: irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.27.2, perhaps 4.33.8; Justin, 
Dialogue with Trypho 72–3; Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics 38, Against Marcion books 4 and 5 
passim, On the Flesh of Christ 19; dionysius (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 4.23.12); and eusebius, 
Ecclesiastical History 5.28.15–19. see a. Bludau, Die Schriftsfälschungen der Häretiker: Ein Beitrag zur 
Textkritik der Bibel, munster: aschendorf, 1925; B. ehrman, The Orthodox Corruption of Scripture: 
the Effect of Early Christological Controversies on the Text of the New Testament, new york: oxford 
university press, 1993, who argues that the “proto-orthodox” writers of the second and third century 
also corrupted biblical manuscripts to preserve their vision of Jesus.

68  For example, Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 120, 131 (see o. skarsaune, The Proof from Prophecy: A 
Study in Justin Martyr’s Proof-Text Tradition: Text-Type, Provenance, Theological Profile, leiden: Brill, 
1987, pp. 25–46).

69  There is the anecdote of origen discovering three additional greek translations for the psalms, one 
of these in a jar in Jericho (eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.26.2–3).

70  The estimate is provided by a. grafton and m. Williams, Christianity and the Transformation of the 
Book: Origen, Eusebius, and the Library of Caesarea, Cambridge, ma: Belknap, 2006, p. 105. They also 
offer a good first orientation to the Hexapla on pp. 86–132. For a more detailed investigation of the 
Hexapla, see a. salvesen (ed.), Origen’s Hexapla and Fragments: Papers presented at the Rich Seminar on 
the Hexapla, Oxford Centre for Hebrew and Jewish Studies, 25th–3rd August 1994, Texte und studien 
zum antiken Judentum 58, Tübingen: mohr siebeck, 1998.

71  The former reason articulated at Commentary on Matthew 15.4; the latter in the Letter to Africanus 5.
72  see grant, Earliest Lives of Jesus, pp. 38–49 for a brief discussion of this concern in greco-Roman 

rhetorical handbooks, and pp. 62–79 for origen’s concern with this same issue. see origen, 
Commentary on John 10.119–22, 10.129–30; Against Celsus, 1.42; On First Principles 4.2.8–4.3.5.

73  origen on place names (Commentary on John 6.204–16; Commentary on Matthew 11.18; Against Celsus 
4.44).

74  hippolytus, Commentary on Daniel 1.1–5 for a discussion of the Babylonian exile as the setting for 
the book of daniel; origen uses Josephus’s Antiquities (Against Celsus 1.47) and phlegon’s Chronicle 
(Commentary on Matthew Ser 40, 134; Against Celsus 2.14, 2.33, 2.59) to help fix dates.

75  see hippolytus’s comments on the four beasts of daniel 7 (Commentary on Daniel 4.2 for how the 
first beast symbolizes nebuchadnezzar); origen on various animals (Against Celsus 2.48; Homilies on 
Jeremiah 17.1–3); origen reflects on the nature of stones (Commentary on Matthew 10.7); on lightning 
(Homilies on Jeremiah 8.4); on the soul–body relationship (Against Celsus 1.33); on the schools of 
medicine (Against Celsus 3.12); on medicinal treatments (Homilies on Leviticus 8.10; Homilies on 
Numbers 17.1); on physiology (On First Principles 2.10.4; Commentary on Matthew 13.6); on astronomy 
(Against Celsus 1.58–59); on the status of various celestial bodies (On First Principles 2.3.6).

76  origen, Homilies on Genesis 2.2 on the geometrical cubits with which noah’s ark was constructed.
77  stoic moral philosophy and lot’s daughters at origen, Against Celsus 4.45; Letter to Gregory 1.
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78  For a helpful overview, see o. skarsaune, “The development of scriptural interpretation in the 
second and Third Centuries,” in saebø, Hebrew Bible/Old Testament, vol. 1, pp. 373–442, for inter-
dependencies among Christian authors in their readings of the prophets; on the use of philo in 
early Christian literature, see d. T. Runia, Philo in Early Christian Literature: A Survey, minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1993.

79  origen is often defining terms in scripture: “daily” in lord’s prayer (On Prayer 27.7); “thanksgiving” 
(Commentary on Ephesians 23); on the difference between “wonders and signs” (Commentary on John 
13.450); on “beginning” (Commentary on John 1.90–124).

80  hippolytus, Blessings of Isaac, Jacob and Moses 1.24; Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6; 
origen, Commentary on John 2.4; Homilies on Jeremiah 10.4; Against Celsus 5.30. origen refers to his 
dependence upon an onomasticon at Homilies on Numbers 20.3 and Commentary on John 2.197.

81  valentinians do so according to irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.1.3; Barnabas 9; Clement of alexandria, 
Miscellanies 6.11; origen, Homilies on Genesis 2.2; Homilies on Exodus 9.3; Homilies on Numbers 22.1.

82  origen on the difference between a parable and a similitude (Commentary on Matthew 10.4); he 
identifies onomatopia (Commentary on Ephesians 3), metaphor (Commentary on John 10.221), synec-
doche (Against Celsus 4.77; Commentary on Matthew 12.38), hyperbole (Commentary on 1 Corinthians 
49), etc.

83  origen discusses the use of the article in John 1:1 (Commentary on John 2.12–18); how ambiguous 
sentences ought to be read (interrogative or imperative at Commentary on John 32.113); ambiguous 
grammatical forms (Homilies on the Psalms 4.5); on solecisms (Commentary on John 4; extract from the 
Commentary on Hosea [Philocalia 8]).

84  irenaeus is particularly concerned with the order and sequence of scripture in his debate with 
valentinians (Against Heresies 1.8.1); origen, Homilies on Joshua 25.1; Commentary on Matthew 17.26; 
Against Celsus 4.40; On First Principles 4.2.9.

85  sometimes termed “prosopological” exegesis. 1 Clement 22 on Christ speaking in ps. 33; Justin, First 
Apology 36, 38; Dialogue with Trypho 56, 62; Theophilus, To Autolycus 2.22; irenaeus, Demonstration 
of the Apostolic Preaching 48–49; origen, Homily 5 on 1 Samuel 4, Commentary on John 6.53.

86  irenaeus, Against Heresies 2.27.1, 2.28.3; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.16; Tertullian, Against 
Praxeas 20; origen, Commentary on Psalms 1–25, preface; Commentary on 1 Corinthians 11; Against 
Celsus 7.11; Homilies on Jeremiah 27.1.

87  For instance, arguably the prized literary technique, reading unclear passages in light of clearer ones 
(“clarifying homer with homer”), could yield both literal (origen, Homilies on Jeremiah 4.1) and 
nonliteral referents (origen, Commentary on Matthew 10.1; Commentary on John 13.361).

88  Pace neuschäfer, who has the tendency to separate origen the philologist from origen the allegorist 
(Origenes als Philologe, p. 292).

89 important discussions of allegory (or its synonyms) include: Tertullian, Against Marcion 3.14; 
Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 5.4; origen, Against Celsus 2.69; On First Principles 4.2.2; 4.2.6; 
Commentary on Matthew 12.3. Recall heraclitus’s definition of compositional allegory in his Homeric 
Problems: “allegory is named eponymously, for it is the trope which proclaims one set of things but 
in fact signifies other things different from what it says” (Félix Buffière [ed.], Héraclite: Allégories 
d’Homère, 2nd edn, paris: les Belles lettres, 1989, frg. 5.2).

90  For exegetical terminology, see C. Curti et al. (eds), La terminologia esegetica nell’antichità: Atti del 
Primo Seminario di antichità christiane, Bari, 25 ottobre 1984, Bari: edipuglia, 1987.

91  or for that matter the multiple ways of reading the law for Clement of alexandria (Miscellanies 1.28). 
For a discussion of origen’s multiple senses, see e. a. d. lauro, The Soul and Spirit of Scripture within 
Origen’s Exegesis, leiden: Brill, 2005.

92  see p. W. martens, “Revisiting the allegory/Typology distinction: The Case of origen,” Journal of 
Early Christian Studies 16.3, 2008, 283–317.

93  Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 2.5.
94  There are numerous examples of the literal reading of the old Testament: see the moral exempla of 

prominent israelites in 1 Clement 4, 9–12, 17–18; Clement of alexandria on taking the mosaic laws 
literally (Miscellanies 1.26–27; Christ the Educator 3.12); origen, On First Principles 4.3.3; Homilies on 
Genesis 2, 5, 8; Homilies on Numbers 11.1. For the nT, most of the exegesis of the pauline corpus is 
literal.
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95  still useful in this regard, J. daniélou, From Shadows to Reality: Studies in Biblical Typology of the 
Fathers, trans. W. hibberd, london: Burns & oates, 1960. see texts at n. 109 below.

96 irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.17.3, 4.22.2, 4.36.1–2, 5.25.4; Gospel of Philip 111b; Clement of 
alexandria writes: “But well knowing that the saviour teaches nothing in a merely human way, but 
teaches all things to his own with divine and mystic wisdom, we must not listen to his utterances 
carnally; but with due investigation and intelligence must search out and learn the meaning hidden 
in them”; Clement of alexandria, Salvation of the Rich 5; trans. W. Wilson, Clemen Alexandrinus On 
the Salvation of the Rich Man, in a. Roberts and W. h. Rambaut (eds), Fathers of the Second Century: 
Hermas, Tatian, Athenagoras, Theophilus, and Clement of Alexandria (Entire), in The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, 10 vols, edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1885–7; repr. grand Rapids, mi: Wm. B. eerdmans, 1987; 
repr. peabody, ma: hendrickson, 1994, p. 592; origen, Commentary on Matthew 13.16; Commentary 
on John 1.45 (“the task before us now is to translate the gospel perceptible to the senses into the 
spiritual gospel”).

97  For examples of literal and allegorical exegesis applied to the same passage, see irenaeus on the garden 
of eden (literally at Against Heresies 5.23.1, and figuratively at Against Heresies 5.20.2); origen too 
offers literal and nonliteral readings of particular passages – see Homilies on Genesis 2 for literal and 
nonliteral readings of noah’s ark.

98  see Clement of alexandria’s multiple nonliteral interpretations of the appurtenances in the temple 
(Miscellanies 5.6); origen, Homilies on Genesis 2.6, 12.3; Homilies on Exodus 3.3; Homilies on Leviticus 
1; Homilies on Numbers 27; and the discussion in lauro, Soul and Spirit within Origen’s Exegesis, esp. 
ch. 4.

99  on the impossibility of a perfect understanding of scripture in this life: origen, On First Principles 
4.3.15; and how scripture will only be fully understood in the eschatological paradise: On First 
Principles 2.11.5.

100  see martens, “Revisiting the allegory/Typology distinction.”
101  origen, Homilies on Genesis 13.3; Homilies on Exodus 5.1.
102  see origen, Against Celsus 1.20, 4.39, 4.42.
103  as cited in eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 6.19.4–8.
104  see the Apology for Origen, sections 87, 122–6.
105  according to eusebius, Tatian’s Problems (no longer extant) explained “the obscure and hidden parts 

of the divine scriptures” (Ecclesiastical History 5.13.8); Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 90; irenaeus, 
Against Heresies 4.26.1; Clement of alexandria: “it would be tedious to go over all the prophets and 
the law specifying what is spoken in enigmas; for almost the whole of scripture gives its utterance 
in this way” (Miscellanies 5.6); or: “all then, in a word, who have spoken of divine things, both 
Barbarians and greeks, have veiled the first principles of things, and delivered the truth in enigmas, 
and symbols, and allegories, and metaphors, and such like tropes” (Miscellanies 5.4); hippolytus, 
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CommuniTy and 

WoRship
Everett Ferguson

Christians shared with Jews, but unlike most other religious groups in greco-Roman 
antiquity, a strong sense of community life. others had a sense of common identity 
and shared rituals, but none, it seems, had the solidarity of a strong community 
organization exhibited in Judaism and Christianity. a possible exception is mithraism, 
but it lacked the exclusiveness characteristic of the biblical religions. some philo-
sophical schools, like the epicureans and possibly the neopythagoreans, exhibited 
a community life built around adherence to a founder that included some practices 
characteristic of a religion. nonetheless, the sense of “church” was a distinctive 
feature of early Christian faith and practice.

The communal appeal of Christianity

scholars often note Christianity’s communal dimension as a significant factor in its 
growth and spread. adolf harnack in his classic work on The Mission and Expansion 
of Christianity in the First Three Centuries devoted a chapter to “The organisation 
of the Christian Community, as Bearing upon the Christian mission,” in which he 
developed Christian brotherhood as something unique in greek and Roman life 
and even superior to the synagogues of Judaism from which it sprang. he declared, 
“We may take it for granted that the mere existence and persistent activity of the 
individual Christian communities did more than anything else to bring about the 
extension of the Christian religion.”1

martin p. nilsson identified six features of Christianity important to its success. 
Two of these are relevant to my topic: self-government in a bureaucratic world, and 
the power of Christianity’s organization.2 similarly, a. d. nock referred to the success 
of Christianity “as the success of an institution which united the sacramentalism and 
the philosophy of the time”; “it satisfied also social needs and it secured men against 
loneliness.”3 Rodney stark considers sociological factors in the rise of Christianity to 
the top of the Roman world, noting that “conversion to new, deviant religious groups 
occurs when … people have or develop stronger attachments to members of the group 
than they have to nonmembers.”4
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more recently helmut Koester in answering the question, “Why did Christianity 
succeed?” pointed to the Christian community. “one should not see the success of 
Christianity simply on the level of a great religious message; one has to see it also in 
the consistent and very well thought out establishment of institutions to serve the 
needs of the community.” he continues, “What i think the Christians offer probably 
as well or better than anybody else in the Roman world is a sense of belonging.”5 his 
language here echoes, probably unknowingly, one of the three elements alan Kreider 
identified as involved in conversion  – belief, belonging, and behavior.6 The strong 
sense of belonging (to the lord Jesus and of his people to one another) as character-
istic of the early Christian community is the theme of this article.

Images of the church

an indication of the importance of the community life of early Christians is the 
number and variety of images employed for the church. What is immediately evident 
is that the images all emphasize the communal aspect of Christian faith and life. This 
communal emphasis stands in contrast to the individualistic approach of so many of 
the expressions of Christianity in the modern Western world. most of these images 
have their origin in biblical usage. They, furthermore, testify to the importance of 
the church in Christian thought and in addition to the relation of the church to key 
theological concepts.

There is a comprehensive collection of images for the church and its people in 
origen with references to these images in other authors by F. ledegang.7 he groups the 
scores of images and related terminology in the writings of origen into six categories: 
body of Christ, bride of Christ, family, house and sanctuary, people of god, and “the 
earth and all that is in it.” i take representative samples from each of the categories 
and cite illustrative passages from origen and his predecessors and contemporaries.

Body

The biblical basis of the imagery of the body for the church is 1 Corinthians 12:12–27 
and Romans 12:4–5.8 The homily known as 2 Clement used the language of the church 
as the body of Christ to argue for the preexistence of the church. The author’s high 
view of the church stresses its close identification with Christ, taking the body as the 
equivalent of the flesh of Christ.

so then, brothers, if we do the will of god our Father, we will belong to the 
first church, the spiritual one that was created before the sun and moon. … 
so then, let us choose to belong to the church of life so that we may be saved. 
i do not think you are ignorant that the church is the living body of Christ. 
For scripture says, “god made the human being male and female” [gen. 
1:27]. The male is Christ, and the female is the church. and you know that 
the Books and the apostles say that the church is not [only] of the present 
time but is from the beginning. For it existed spiritually, as also did our Jesus. 



CommuniTy and WoRship

315

But he was manifested in these last days in order to save us. and the church, 
being spiritual, was manifested in the flesh of Christ. … But if we say that 
the flesh is the church and the spirit is Christ, then the one who abuses the 
flesh abuses Christ.

(2 Clement 14.2–3, 4)9

The author may secondarily be warning against those who disparaged the flesh.10

origen makes extensive use of the body imagery; the following passage explicitly 
refers to its scriptural basis.

We say that the divine scriptures declare the body of Christ, animated by the 
son of god, to be the whole church of god, and the members of this body – 
considered as a whole – to consist of those who are believers. since, as a soul 
vivifies and moves the body … , so the Word, arousing and moving the whole 
body, the church, to the things that need to be done, moves also each individual 
member belonging to the church, so that they do nothing apart from the Word.

(origen, Against Celsus 6.48)11

origen uses the analogy of the church to a body, animated by a soul, to support the 
union of the soul of Jesus, perfect man, with the eternal Word, son of god; but he is 
drawing on 1 Corinthians 12:12 and 27 as well as Romans 12:4–5.12

paul’s image of the church as the body of Christ must have worked itself deeply into the 
Christian consciousness for it to be used so early for such different purposes from paul’s as to 
argue for the nature of Christ (origen) and for the preexistence of the church (2 Clement).

Bride

The biblical basis of the imagery of the church as the bride of Christ goes back to the 
old Testament picture of israel as married to god that was then applied to Christ and 
the church (2 Cor. 11:2; eph. 5:25–28; Rev. 19:7, 21:2). Clement of alexandria inter-
prets Romans 7:2, 4 to mean Christians belong to Christ as “bride and church, which 
must be pure both from inner thoughts contrary to the truth and from outward tempta-
tions [heresies].”13 Tertullian stresses that the church is the virgin bride of Christ. 
against a bishop’s proclamation of forgiveness for the sins of adultery and fornication, 
the rigorist Tertullian, who considered these sins unforgivable by the church, protests, 
“The church is a virgin! Far from Christ’s betrothed be such a proclamation.”14

origen applies the imagery of the bride to the church in his Commentary on the Song 
of Songs. he connects the language of body with that of a bride. Commenting on paul’s 
words, “our bodies are members of Christ,” he explains,

For when he says “our bodies,” he shows that these bodies are the body of the 
bride; but when he mentions the “members of Christ,” he indicates that these 
same bodies are the body of the Bridegroom.

(origen, Commentary on the Song of Songs 3.2 on 1:16)15
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methodius was a critic of origen on some points of doctrine, but he shared with him 
the image of church as bride. Those who embrace the truth and are delivered from the 
evils of the flesh become “a church and help-meet of Christ, betrothed and given in 
marriage to him as a virgin, according to the apostle” (2 Cor. 11:2).16

Mother

The most popular image drawn from the family that was applied to the church in early 
Christianity was that of a mother.17 The maternal picture of the church lacks explicit 
new Testament precedent, but there are hints of it (gal. 4:25–28). The Letter of the 
Churches of Lyon and Vienne provides one of the early uses of maternal imagery for the 
church. it speaks of those who in persecution had denied the faith and then came back 
to faith: “There was great joy to the virgin mother, who had miscarried with them 
as though dead, and was receiving them back alive.”18 irenaeus in his catechetical 
work Demonstration [or Proof] of the Apostolic Preaching 94 contrasts the church and 
the synagogue in a similar way to galatians 4:27 (= isa. 54:1), “The lord grants more 
children to the church than to the synagogue of the past.”19

Clement of alexandria said, “The mother draws to herself the children, and we 
seek our mother, the church.”20 he follows this with a striking statement combining 
the imagery of virgin and mother for the church:

one is the universal Father, one also the universal Word, the holy spirit is 
one and the same everywhere, and one is the only virgin mother. i love to 
call her church. This one alone … is both virgin and mother, pure as a virgin, 
loving as a mother. she calls her children and nurses them with holy milk, 
the Word suited to infants.

(Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6.42.1)

Clement seems to have mary, the mother of Jesus, in mind with the language of virgin 
mother, but his reference is to the church. This passage is an early instance of adding 
the church to the usual Trinitarian confession. it is to be noted that the milk supplied 
by this mother to her children is not her own teachings but the universal Word. 
origen gave an allegorical interpretation of proverbs 17:25:

The church is our mother, whom god the Father betrothed to himself as wife. 
For always through her he begets sons and daughters for himself. and such as 
are educated in the knowledge and wisdom of god are a joy to both god our 
Father and the mother church.

(origen, Exposition on Proverbs)21

origen is precise here that the origin of the children is with god the Father and not 
with the church. others were not always so careful and sometimes spoke, perhaps 
loosely, as if the children (Christians) derived from the church. methodius said 
that the church “conceives believers and gives them new birth by the washing of  
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regeneration [Titus 3:5],” because Christ implants the spiritual seed that “is conceived 
and formed by the church, as by a woman, so as to give birth and nourishment to 
virtue.”22 methodius, like origen, is careful not to ascribe the generating power to the 
mother, but unlike origen he ascribes the implanting of the spiritual seed to Christ 
and not god (whose description as Father accords with origen’s language).23

Building/temple

The image of the church as a building, particularly a temple, is common in the new 
Testament (1 Cor. 3:10–17; eph. 3:20–22; 1 pet. 2:4–6). hermas has two elaborate 
developments of the church as a tower.24 The parallel is drawn between the creation 
of the world and the creation of the church, both the earth and the church being 
founded on the waters.25 according to the parable of the tower “the rock and the 
gate are the son of god.”26 “The tower is the church,” and the stones placed in the 
building are those who take the name of the son of god and are clothed with the 
appropriate virtues.27

more often the building used to describe the church is a temple. The theme of 
the spiritual temple replacing the physical temple in Jerusalem is expressed early 
in Christian literature by Barnabas, but the author applies it to the individual.28 
other authors soon give a collective interpretation. Clement of alexandria 
states the argument of early Christian apologists against material temples, while 
applying the terminology of temple to the church and the assembly of god’s 
people.29

is it not the case that we do not rightly and truly circumscribe in any place the 
one who cannot be contained, nor do we confine in temples made with hands 
that which contains all things? What work of builders, stone cutters, and of 
handicraft can be holy? … if the sacred [iera] is understood in a twofold way, 
of god himself and of a structure in his honor, is it not proper that we call 
holy the church, which is according to full knowledge for the honor of god, 
is of great worth, and is not constructed by human skill … but is fashioned by 
the will of god into a temple? For i do not call the place but the assembly of 
the elect the church.

(Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.5.28)30

so, for Clement, in accord with the new Testament, god’s temple now is not a place 
but the people assembled, the church.

For Tertullian, Christ was the rejected stone that became “the chief corner-
stone,” “accepted and elevated to the top place of the temple, even his church.”31 
alternatively, Christ, in contrast to the Jewish temple that was destroyed, “is the true 
temple of god,”32 but by extension Christians are “priests of the spiritual temple, that 
is of the church.”33 according to this imagery, it is the holy spirit who builds “the 
church, which is indeed the temple, household, and city of god.”34 The church is the 
spiritual temple, built upon peter.35
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origen applies the language of the temple to the church mostly in biblical passages 
about the temple. his commentary on John 2:2:19–21 combines the images of body 
and of temple for the church:

if the body of Jesus is said to be his temple, it is worth asking whether we must 
take this in a singular manner, or must endeavor to refer each of the things 
recorded about the temple anagogically to the saying about the body of Jesus, 
whether it be the body which he received from the virgin, or the church, 
which is said to be his body. … 
 one  … will say that the body, understood in either way, has been called 
the temple because as the temple had the glory of god dwelling in it, so the 
Firstborn of all creation, being the image and glory of god, is properly said to be 
the temple bearing the image of god in respect to his body or the church.[ … ]
 We shall attempt, however, to refer each of the statements which have 
reference to the temple anagogically to the church. … 
 Then each of the living stones, will be a stone of the temple according to 
the worth of its life here.

(origen, Commentary on John 10.263–4, 267–8)

here, as is usual with him, origen quickly moves from the corporate use of the image 
to the individual believer.

People of God

The new Testament picks up from the hebrew Bible the language of the people 
of god, a race, and applies it to the Christian people (Rom. 2:28–29; 9:24–26; 1 
pet. 2:9–10).36 early apologists presented Christians as a third (or fourth) race. The 
Epistle to Diognetus says that Christians in their religion “neither acknowledge those 
considered to be gods by the greeks nor observe the superstition of the Jews,” but are 
a “new race or way of life.”37

Justin martyr uses the language of people and race in reference to the church in 
succession to israel: “after that Righteous one was put to death, we flourished as 
another people.” he continues, “We are not only a people but also a holy people” and 
a people chosen by god.38

in an extended discussion of different images for the children of god, Clement 
of alexandria says that the lord “calls us sometimes children, sometimes chickens, 
sometimes infants, and at other times sons and often little children, and a new people 
and a recent people.”39 he makes the contrast, “the old race [israel] was perverse and 
hard hearted,” but “we the new people are tender as a child.”40

Formerly the older people had an older covenant, and the law disciplined the 
people with fear … but to the new and recent people a new covenant has 
been given, the Word has become flesh, and fear is turned into love.

(Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.7.59.1)41
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The children of god “become a new, holy people, by regeneration.”42 alongside the 
word “people” Clement also uses the word “race” for Christians. out of the greek 
and Jewish peoples “there are gathered into one race of the saved people those who 
come to faith.”43 Tertullian too develops the theme of the two peoples. he interpreted 
genesis 25:23 about the two nations and two peoples in the womb of Rebekah as 
referring to the older people of israel (the Jews) and the later or lesser people, the 
Christians.44 in all the nations now “dwells the people of the name of Christ.”45

origen works with the theme of peoplehood quite extensively and in various ways. 
one passage illustrative of his approach, after contrasting the egyptian people and the 
israelite people and their respective priests, addresses the congregation:

examining yourself, consider to which people you belong and the priesthood 
of which order you hold. if you still serve the carnal senses … , know that you 
are of the egyptian people. But if you have before your eyes the decalogue 
of the law and the decade of the new Testament … and from that you offer 
tithes … , “you are a true israelite in whom there is no guile” [John 1:47].

(origen, Homilies on Genesis 16.6)

here as elsewhere origen identifies the true Christian people with the true israel of 
old Testament scripture.

Ark/ship

First peter 3:20–22 appealed to noah’s ark and the flood (gen. 6–8) as prefiguring 
baptism and salvation. early Christians continued to make use of this narrative as 
an image of deliverance.46 origen, although not the first to connect the ark with 
the church, was the first to work out the ark motif extensively in an ecclesiological 
sense.47 in his Homilies on Genesis he drew lessons for the church from the instructions 
about the building of the ark. “This people, therefore, which is saved in the church, 
is compared to all those whether men or animals that are saved in the ark.”48 he 
continues by interpreting the different levels in the ark as degrees of progress in faith, 
and he takes noah as an image of Christ.

Therefore, Christ, the spiritual noah, in his ark in which he frees the human 
race from destruction, that is, in his church, has established in its breadth the 
number fifty, the number of forgiveness.

(origen, Homilies on Genesis 2.5)49

Tertullian anticipated the theme of the ark as a type of the church in his treatment of 
the flood in noah’s day as a type of baptism: “The dove is the holy spirit, sent forth 
from heaven, where is the church, a figure of the ark.”50 and latin Christianity made 
much use of the analogy of the ark and the church. Callistus of Rome argued that “the 
ark of noah was a symbol of the church, in which were both dogs, wolves, and ravens,” 
and so he alleged that those guilty of sin could remain in the church.51 Cyprian too 
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argued from the ark as a type of the church: First peter 3:20–21 proves that “the one 
ark of noah was a type of the one church” and so only the baptism administered in 
the church (and not by schismatics) is valid; on this analogy those outside the church 
will perish.52 Thereafter the analogy of the ark and the church was common.

different from the image of the ark was the non-biblical image of a ship. The 
earliest reference to a ship other than the ark as the church appears to be Tertullian, 
Baptism 12.7.53 he was responding to those who suggested that “the apostles underwent 
a substitute for baptism when in the little ship they were engulfed by the waves [matt. 
8:23–27].” Tertullian replied that that was different from being “baptized by the rule 
of religion,” and he then affirmed, “that little ship presented a type of the church, 
because on the sea, which means this present world, it is being tossed about by the 
waves, which mean persecutions and temptations.” it has been argued that the ship 
as a symbol of the church is a recasting of an older conception of israel in an eschato-
logical storm at sea, perhaps drawn from a lost apocalyptic book.54

hippolytus makes an elaborate development of the comparison of the church to  
a ship.

The “wings of the vessels” [isa. 18:1] are the churches; and the sea is the 
world, in which the church is set, like a ship tossed in the deep, but not 
destroyed; for she has with her the skilled pilot, Christ. and she bears in 
her midst also the trophy (which is erected) over death; for she carries with 
her the cross of the lord. For … her tillers are the two Testaments; and the 
ropes that stretch around her are the love of Christ, which binds the church; 
and the net which she bears with her is the laver of the regeneration which 
renews believers. … as the wind the spirit from heaven is present, by whom 
those who believe are sealed. she has also anchors of iron accompanying her, 
that is the holy commandments of Christ himself, which are strong as iron. 
she also has sailors on the right and the left, assessors like the holy angels, by 
whom the church is always governed and defended. The ladder in her leading 
up to the sailyard is an emblem of the passion of Christ, which brings the 
faithful to the ascent to heaven. and the top sails aloft upon the yard are the 
company of prophets, martyrs, and apostles, who have entered into their rest 
in the kingdom of Christ.

(hippolytus, On Christ and Antichrist 59)

a similarly elaborate but different comparison of the ship to the church occurs in the 
pseudo-Clementine literature.55

This sampling of the rich variety of early Christian imagery for the church 
demonstrates the importance of the church in the experience and practice of early 
Christians.56
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Entry into the church

Baptism was the line of demarcation between the church and the world. The second 
and third centuries saw an increasing formalization of the process of entry into the 
church, reaching a climax in the impressive baptismal liturgies of the fourth and fifth 
centuries. This elaboration of the baptismal ceremony served at least three purposes: 
(1) it gave an enacted expression to the meaning of baptism; (2) it separated the casual 
inquirers from the truly committed by impressing on the candidates the seriousness 
of becoming a Christian; and (3) it instructed and prepared them for a faithful life.

Faith and repentance were the prerequisites for baptism. in explaining Christian 
practices to the government authorities Justin martyr states:

We shall explain in what way we dedicated ourselves to god and were made 
new through Christ. … as many as are persuaded and believe that the things 
taught and said by us are true and promise to be able to live accordingly are 
taught to fast, pray, and ask god for the forgiveness of past sins, while we 
pray and fast with them. Then they are led by us to where there is water, and 
in the manner of the regeneration by which we ourselves were regenerated 
they are regenerated. For at that time they obtain for themselves the washing 
in water in the name of god the master of all and Father, and of our savior 
Jesus Christ, and of the holy spirit. … [in order that we might] obtain in the 
water the forgiveness of past sins, there is called upon the one who chooses 
to be born again and who repents of his sins the name of god the master of 
all and Father.

(Justin, 1 Apology 61)

Justin indicates a period of prayer and fasting in preparation for the baptism.57

By the end of the second and beginning of the third century the instruction 
preparatory to baptism was being formalized in a catechumenate. The work known 
as the Apostolic Tradition gives the most information, including a normally three-year 
period of instruction.58 Recent studies have raised questions about the connection of 
the work with hippolytus of Rome and argued that it is “living literature” that in its 
surviving form contains layers of material over a period of time, so without outside 
confirmation we cannot be certain of the time before the fourth century for the 
practices included.59

The preaching and teaching given to inquirers and candidates for membership in 
the church were summarized in the “Rule of Faith” (regula fidei) or “Canon of Truth” 
(kanón alétheias).60 These summaries were fluid in wording but had a similar content. 
They took a “history of salvation” approach emphasizing the earthly career of Jesus 
Christ from birth to resurrection as predicted by the old Testament prophets and 
climaxing with his return in judgment.61 They were often structured according to a 
Trinitarian pattern.

The apostles Creed had its origin in baptismal confessions of faith.62 These also 
early had a Trinitarian structure. The earliest confessions appear to have had an 
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interrogatory form: “do you believe … ?” with the response, “i believe.” declaratory 
confessions at baptism can be confirmed only from the fourth century. Baptism 
was administered “in the name of the Father, son, and holy spirit” (matt. 28:19; 
Didache 7.1). This practice may have given rise to a triple immersion, first attested by 
Tertullian.63 The normal practice was immersion, with exceptions made in case of a 
lack of sufficient water64 or for persons on their sickbed at the point of death.65 infant 
baptism is certainly mentioned for the first time by Tertullian.66 inscriptional evidence 
suggests that infant baptism began with cases of sick children whom it was desired to 
die baptized so as to be assured of entrance into heaven (John 3:5).67

an anointing found a place in the baptismal liturgy at an early date (at least by the 
late second century), either preceding the immersions (in syria), following them, or 
often later in both positions. The anointing was variously associated with the biblical 
anointing of priests and with the bestowal of the holy spirit.68

The early church elaborated a rich doctrine of baptism.69 some of the principal 
terms used for baptism were regeneration (John 3:5 was the most quoted baptismal 
text in the second century), a grace gift, illumination, perfection, and bath.70 Baptism 
was the time of receiving through god’s grace new birth as children of god, enlight-
enment of spiritual truths (especially in the instruction accompanying baptism), 
completeness of new life, and the washing away (forgiveness) of sins. another 
important term for baptism was “seal.”71 This word relates to baptism as the time of the 
bestowal of the holy spirit. all these blessings were because baptism was connected 
to the death of Christ on the cross, an association that made the paschal season the 
most appropriate time for baptism.72

Composition and organization of the community

Christianity began as a movement among Jews, but by the second century its 
adherents were already predominantly gentiles, and Jewish Christianity was increas-
ingly marginalized. another significant change in the second and especially the 
third century was the move up the social and economic ladder. as Christianity 
spread geographically and numerically, so the number of Christians in the upper 
echelons of society increased significantly.73 Christians included a literate elite from 
the beginning, as witnessed in the new Testament documents. indeed the churches 
resembled “bookish communities” and could be characterized from a sociological 
perspective as Bible study groups, expressed in the intensive and high level of Bible 
study and interpretation. Thus the second and third centuries produced an extensive 
theological literature, both orthodox and deviant.

These Christian communities did not have a centralized organization. in the second 
and third centuries, however, the churches did strengthen their structures on a local and 
then regional level.74 This development was an effort to give organizational expression 
to unity. moreover, travel by representatives of the churches and exchange of writings 
gave a sense of being part of a worldwide community with similar faith commitments.

The earliest Christian writings reflect a plurality of presbyter-bishops assisted by 
deacons in the leadership of each church.75 The terms presbyter, bishop, and pastor 
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were originally interchangeable for the same group of men.76 Clement of Rome affirmed 
the apostolic appointment of bishops and deacons and the provision that there should 
be a continuation of these functionaries in the churches.77 This is often cited as 
establishing “apostolic succession,” but one should avoid reading into the statement 
the meaning that “apostolic succession” came to have later, that is, a succession by 
bishops to certain functions of apostles.78 Clement describes only a historical sequence 
(and he included the deacons in his statement). gnostics claimed for their teachers a 
succession from the apostles through the latter’s associates.79 apostolic succession of 
the bishops in the churches as a doctrine arose as an argument against the claims of 
heretical teachers to a secret tradition.

ignatius offers the first evidence of distinguishing the offices of bishop and presbyter 
by limiting the term bishop to the chief or head of the presbytery.80 ignatius does not 
base the offices on apostolic appointment or apostolic succession but presents the 
bishop as an image of god the Father, the council of presbyters as corresponding to the 
college of apostles, and the deacons as representing the serving ministry of Christ.81 
ignatius’s central concern was unity. Borrowing the language of political concord, he 
saw obedience to one bishop as unifying the house churches of the city.82 Basically the 
bishop is a congregational bishop (or pastor). ignatius’s correspondent polycarp seems 
not to have shared his apparently sharp distinction between the one bishop and the 
body of presbyters. he spoke of the latter as his “fellow presbyters,” and when he wrote 
to the church at philippi he spoke only of deacons and presbyters.83

ignatius’s threefold ministry of bishop, presbyters, and deacons became the pattern 
throughout the church by the late second century.84 The earlier association of 
the bishop and presbyters continued in the language of irenaeus and Clement of 
alexandria, for whom the term presbyter included the bishop but the term bishop no 
longer applied to presbyters.85

appointed widows seem to have formed a distinct order in the church.86 how early 
female deacons were recognized is not clear. They are certainly present with the desig-
nation deaconesses in the third century.87

other functionaries were present in the second century but not so prominent by 
the third. Teachers functioned within the congregational organization, but those we 
know best established schools more or less independent of the local congregations. 
Justin martyr represented the mainstream of emerging orthodoxy, but marcion, 
valentinus, and others presented alternative doctrinal viewpoints.

prophets were still active in the Didache and hermas but were soon less in evidence.88 
The revival of prophecy in the montanist movement was resisted in the episcopally 
organized churches. montanism brought women to prominence, even in the leadership of 
worship and administering sacraments.89 sociologically based studies of early Christianity 
have interpreted much of the conflict in the early church in terms of opposition between 
charisma and office. examples such as hermas, who was a householder90 but functioned 
as a prophet (receiving the revelations in the Visions), and ignatius, a bishop who 
appealed to his prophetic speech,91 caution against a sharp dichotomy.92

efforts to give organizational expression to inter-congregational unity began in 
the second century. Regional ad hoc councils met to consider a proper response to 
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montanism and to discuss the proper time for an annual commemoration of the 
lord’s passion (the pasch).93 during the third century, regional meetings of bishops 
became regular.94 These councils were presided over by the metropolitan bishop in the 
province, who was the bishop of the capital city or of the chief church in the province.

Worship of the community

The local Christian community found expression in and could be defined as those who 
assembled weekly for communion (eucharist).95 This assembly occurred on sunday, 
the day called by Jews “the first day of the week,” and by early Christians “the lord’s 
day,” because it was the day of Jesus’ resurrection.96 a combination of Jewish and 
Christian terminology continues in modern greek, which follows Jewish practice 
in naming the days monday through Thursday by the numerals two through five, 
Friday as preparation day, and saturday as sabbath, and Christian practice in naming 
sunday as lord’s (day). These names must go back to the earliest times of Christian 
greek. The Christian week centered on the lord’s day. The importance of the weekly 
assembly was shown in that Christians continued meeting in spite of persecution.97

Justin martyr provides the fullest, orderly account of an early Christian assembly. 
it was marked by the reading of the scriptures (the prophets and the gospels) and a 
discourse on the readings by the “president” (bishop?), prayer, communion of bread 
and wine mixed with water, and a contribution.98 although this one account is not 
sufficient to establish a common liturgical structure in our period, it does incorporate 
the elements that have characterized Christian liturgy ever since.99 Justin does not 
mention hymns, but other sources indicate their presence.100 The hymns and hymnic-
like passages that have come down to us are notable for their Christ-centered and 
almost confessional character.101 The early prayers also are rich in their borrowing 
of biblical language and in their doctrinal content. The dominant note of the early 
prayers is praise, with which they begin (frequently a recitation of god’s mighty acts) 
and end (a doxology – to god through Christ in the holy spirit). other elements 
of prayer were confession of faith and of sin, thanksgiving, and petitions for others’ 
needs. The liturgical prayers promoted a strong sense of community, ratified by the 
unison “amen” of the congregation.102

The two foci of Christian worship are hearing the word of the lord in scripture 
reading and preaching and partaking of the eucharist. Readings from the Jewish Bible 
were early complemented by readings from apostolic writings, and what was read in the 
assemblies was an important signal of canonicity. The earliest non-canonical account 
of the eucharist occurs in the Didache 9–10, 14 and reflects a setting in which the 
eucharist occurs in the context of a full meal. The prayers are very Jewish and unlike 
the main line of Christian development make no reference to the death of Christ. The 
main features are thanksgiving, fellowship, unity, and eschatology. The “sacrifice” of 
Didache 14 may be the eucharist itself, or more likely the prayers of thanksgiving, or 
possibly the way of life of the members of the community.103

The eucharist occasioned extensive doctrinal development.104 The idea of “spiritual 
sacrifice” in contrast to material sacrifices105 was soon extended from the prayers at 
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the eucharist to include the elements of bread and fruit of the vine.106 The idea, as 
capsuled in the name eucharist, was a sacrifice of thanksgiving and praise.107 malachi 
1:11 was the most quoted eucharistic text in the second century. Cyprian pointed the 
way to fourth-century developments by associating not only the bread and cup with 
the sacrifice but also by connecting the eucharistic sacrifice with Christ’s sacrifice on 
the cross.108

The material nature of the bread and wine in the eucharist was an important 
argument for the goodness of the created world and for the physical humanity of Christ 
against docetists and gnostics.109 even where authors use the language of symbol or 
figure for the elements, modern readers must remember that for the ancients there 
was a closer relation between the symbol and what was symbolized than is true for 
moderns.110 The move from hebraic (biblical) thought, where consecration changed 
the function of the elements, to greek (philosophical) thought, where change 
affected the substance of the elements, contributed to a more realistic conception of 
the real presence of the body and blood of Christ in the eucharist. The benefits of the 
divine life of Christ, mediated by the holy spirit, exceeded the physical nourishment 
of bread and wine. one may describe the relation of symbolism and realism in these 
early descriptions of the eucharist as a symbolism of bread and wine as signs and a 
realism of the spiritual gift conveyed by the signs.111 The congregational assemblies for 
worship gave identity and unity to the Christian communities. They established the 
sense of “belonging” that was so important to early Christian existence.

Further reading

Primary sources

p. F. Bradshaw, m. e. Johnson and l. e. phillips (trans. and comm.), The Apostolic Tradition, hermeneia, 
minneapolis: Fortress, 2002. (instructions for organization and worship that had enormous influence on 
modern liturgical renewal.)

Cyprian, On the Unity of the Catholic Church, trans. m. Bévenot, ancient Christian Writers 25, 
Westminster, md: newman [new york: paulist], 1957. (a response to schism, it is the first doctrinal 
treatise on the church.)

m. W. holmes (ed. and trans.), The Apostolic Fathers, 3rd edn, grand Rapids, mi: Baker, 2007, pp. 44–131, 
138–65. (earliest non-canonical writings acceptable to the mainstream of the church.)

Tertullian, On Baptism, ed. and trans. e. evans, Tertullian’s Homily on Baptism, london: spCK, 1964. (The 
earliest surviving treatise on baptism.)

Secondary sources

p. F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship, 2nd edn, oxford: oxford university press, 
2002. (argues for diversity of liturgical practice in the early centuries and warns against reading later 
uniformity into the earliest sources.)

e. Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, 3rd edn, abilene, TX: abilene Christian university press, 1999. 
(Collection of source passages with commentary on matters of faith, worship, organization, and life in 
the second and third centuries.)

a. F. gregory and C. m. Tuckett (eds), Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, 
oxford: oxford university press, 2005. (articles tracing themes from the new Testament in the 
apostolic Fathers.)



eveReT T FeRguson

326

T. halton, The Church, message of the Fathers of the Church 4, Wilmington, de: michael glazier 
[Collegeville, mn: liturgical], 1985. (passages from the early centuries, some as late as seventh and 
eighth centuries, topically arranged on aspects of the church.)

F. ledegang, Mysterium ecclesiae: Images of the Church and Its Members in Origen, leuven: leuven university 
press, 2001. (an exhaustive treatment of various images of the church in origen with frequent note of 
parallels in other authors.)

J. d. Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church: The Unity of the Church in the Divine Eucharist and the Bishop 
during the First Three Centuries, Brookline, ma: holy Cross orthodox press, 2001. (eastern orthodox 
doctrinal perspective.)

Notes
1  a. harnack, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three Centuries, trans. and ed. by 

James moffatt, new york: harper Torchbooks, 1961, p. 434.
2  m. p. nilsson, Greek Piety, oxford: Clarendon, 1948, pp. 182–83.
3  a. d. nock, Conversion: The Old and the New in Religion from Alexander the Great to Augustine of 

Hippo, oxford: Clarendon, 1933, pp. 210–11 and note his summary on p. xii.
4  R. stark, The Rise of Christianity: A Sociologist Reconsiders History, princeton, nJ: princeton university 

press, 1996, p. 18.
5  h. Koester, “Why did Christianity succeed? The great appeal,” in From Jesus to Christ: The First 

Christians, Frontline series, public Broadcasting service, 6 and 7 april 1998, accessed online 10 June 
2009 at http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/religion/why/appeal.html.

6  a. Kreider, The Change of Conversion and the Origin of Christendom, harrisburg: Trinity press 
international, 1999, p. 92; a. Kreider, “Changing patterns of Conversion in the West,” in a. Kreider 
(ed.), The Origins of Christendom in the West, edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2001, p. 3.

7  F. ledegang, Mysterium ecclesiae: Images of the Church and Its Members in Origen, leuven: leuven 
university press, 2001; l. pernveden, The Concept of the Church in the Shepherd of Hermas, lund: 
gleerup, 1966. d. Rankin, Tertullian and the Church, Cambridge: Cambridge university press, 1995, 
has a chapter on “Tertullian’s ecclesiological images” (pp. 65–90): ark, ship, camp, body of Christ, 
Trinity, spirit, mother, bride, virgin, school, and sect. For a later patristic figure there is g. d. 
Christo, The Church’s Identity Established through Images according to Saint John Chrysostom, Rolli, nh: 
orthodox Research institute, 2006.

8  an early reflection of the pauline argument in 1 Cor. 12 but without use of the word church is 
Clement, 1 Clement 37.5–38.1. Justin, Dialogue 42.3, speaks of “the church, being many persons in 
number” as like “the many members” that make up “one body.”

9  J. muddiman, “The Church in ephesians, 2 Clement, and the Shepherd of Hermas,” in a. F. 
gregory and C. m. Tuckett (eds), Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, 
oxford: oxford university press, 2005, pp. 114–16, discusses the preexistence of the church as 
a reapplication of the themes of the preexistence of Wisdom and of israel in Jewish thought. Cf. 
Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 2.4 (2.8), for the church created first of all things. ignatius, To the 
Magnesians 1, has a prayer that in the churches there may be a unity of the flesh and spirit of Jesus 
Christ.

10  Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 7.14.87.3, after identifying the “holy church” with the “spiritual 
body” of Christ, cites 1 Cor. 6:13 that it “is not for fornication.”

11  Cf. Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.5.22, “Believers are members of Christ.”
12  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6.42, supports the incarnation on the basis that as a 

human being is a combination of body and soul so the lord is of flesh and blood. in his Extracts from 
the Prophets 56, he cites the alternative interpretations of ps. 19:4–6 that the “lord’s tabernacle is his 
body,” or “it is the church of the faithful.”

13  Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 3.12.80.
14  Tertullian, Modesty 1.
15  note also 3.15 on 2:13–14 and 3.1 on 1:15.
16  methodius, Banquet of the Ten Virgins 3.8.



CommuniTy and WoRship

327

17  The major study of the image is J. C. plumpe, Mater Ecclesia: An Inquiry into the Concept of the Church 
as Mother in Early Christianity, Washington, dC: Catholic university of america press, 1943.

18  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.1.45; cf. the allusion in 5.1.49.
19  in chapter 98 irenaeus says that the church throughout the world hands down the preaching of 

the truth to her children. in Against Heresies 3.24.1 he says against heretics that those “who do not 
partake of the spirit [of god] are not nourished into life from the mother’s breasts.”

20  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.5.21; Christ the Educator 3.12.99 says the same with 
reference to the church, “let us children run to our good mother.”

21  Patrologia Graeca 17.201B.
22  methodius, Banquet of the Ten Virgins 3.8.
23  again, methodius says that when the Word (Christ) begets in each one a true knowledge and faith, 

Christ is spiritually born in them: “Therefore, the church swells and travails in birth until Christ is 
formed in us [gal. 4:19]” – Banquet of the Ten Virgins 8.8.

24  Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 3.2.4–3.9.10 (10–17) and Parables 9.2.1–9.16.7 (79–93).
25  Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 1.3.4 (3) for the earth “founded upon the waters” and 3.3.3 and 5 (11) 

for the tower, identified as the church, “built upon the waters” of baptism and “founded on the word 
of the almighty and glorious name.” J. muddiman, “The Church in ephesians, 2 Clement, and the 
Shepherd of Hermas,” pp. 119–20.

26  Shepherd of Hermas, Parables 9.12.1 (89).
27  Shepherd of Hermas, Parables 9.13.1 (89); 9.12.4–15.6 (89–92).
28  Barnabas 16, especially verse 8.
29  minucius Felix, Octavius 33. Clement employs the philosophical principle that god encompasses all 

things and is contained by nothing – Theophilus, To Autolycus 1.5, 2.3; athenagoras, Plea on Behalf of 
Christians 8; see W. R. schoedel, “enclosing, not enclosed: The early Christian doctrine of god,” in 
W. R. schoedel and R. l Wilken (eds), Early Christian Literature and the Classical Intellectual Tradition: 
In Honorem Robert M. Grant, paris: Beauchesne, 1979, pp. 75–86; repr. in e. Ferguson (ed.), Doctrines 
of God and Christ in the Early Church, studies in early Christianity 9, new york: garland [Taylor & 
Francis], 1993, pp. 1–12.

30  Miscellanies 7.13.82 says with reference to 1 Cor. 3:16 that “The temple is large, as the church, but 
small, as the human being.” F. ledegang, Mysterium ecclesiae, p. 320, lists Clement’s varied use of the 
temple imagery: the cosmos, the soul of the gnostic, the body, the body of Jesus, as well as the church.

31  Tertullian, Against Marcion 3.7.
32  Tertullian, Against the Jews 13. in Against Marcion 3.24 Christ is “the temple of god, and also the gate 

by whom heaven is entered.”
33  Tertullian, Against the Jews 14. individual Christians are themselves “temples of god, and altars, and 

lights, and sacred vessels” according to The Crown 9.
34  Tertullian, Against Marcion 3.23.
35  Tertullian, Monogamy 8.
36  on the general theme, d. K. Buell, Why This New Race: Ethnic Reasoning in Early Christianity, new 

york: Columbia university press, 2005.
37  Diognetus 1. aristides divided humanity into the worshippers of pagan gods (the syriac version gives 

four classes by dividing these into barbarians and greeks), Jews, and Christians – Apology 2. The 
Preaching of Peter said, “do not worship as the greeks,” “neither worship as the Jews,” but “worship 
in a new way by Christ” – quoted by Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 6.5. Tertullian, however, 
assigns the designation “third race” to pagan critics and rejects it (To the Heathen 8).

38  Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 119.3–4. in 123 Justin quotes old Testament passages to show that the 
church of the gentiles is a new israel, “counted worthy to be called a people” (123.1). he affirms of 
Christians that “We are the true high priestly race of god” (116.3).

39  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.5.14.
40  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.5.19.4.
41  Cf. Christ the Educator 1.5.20.3, “in contrast to the older people, the new and recent people have 

learned new blessings.”
42  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6.32.4.
43  Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 6.5.42.



eveReT T FeRguson

328

44  Tertullian, Against the Jews 1.
45  Tertullian, Against the Jews 7.
46  note Justin, Dialogue with Trypho 138 and the frequency of noah in the ark in early Christian funerary 

art.
47  ledegang, Mysterium ecclesiae, pp. 371–6.
48  origen, Homilies on Genesis 2.3.
49  Fifty has the significance of forgiveness from the year of Jubilee and the release from debts.
50  Tertullian, On Baptism 8.4.
51  hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies 9.12(7).23. Tertullian in Idolatry 24.4 alludes to this argument, 

referring to the different kinds of animals (raven, kite, dog, and serpent) in the ark as representing 
different types of people in the church, but he insists that no idolater was in the ark, so “let there 
not be in the church what was not in the ark.”

52  Cyprian, Letters 69.2.2; 75.15.
53  an unspecified ship in Modesty 13.20.
54  e. peterson, “das schiff als symbol der Kirche: die Tat des messias im eschatologischen meerssturm 

in der jüdischen und altchristlichen ueberlieferung,” Theologische Zeitschrift 6, 1950, pp. 77–9.
55  pseudo-Clement, Letter of Clement to James 14. Chapter 15 applies the comparison with specific 

exhortations to the different members of the church.
56  an indirect testimony to the importance of the church for early Christians is that in the elaboration 

of valentinianism by ptolemy ekklesia (church) is one of the eight aeons in the ogdoad, the highest 
part of the Pleroma – irenaeus, Against Heresies 1.1.1.

57  For fasting in preparation for baptism see Didache 7.4. For the sequence, fasting, praying, and being 
baptized. cf. acts 9:9, 11, 18.

58  Apostolic Tradition 17. The requirements include sponsors to vouch for a person’s readiness (15.2), 
inquiries about marital status (15.6–7; 16.15–16), rejection of an extensive list of crafts and profes-
sions associated with immorality or idolatry (16), prayer (18–19.1), living virtuously and practicing 
good works (20.1–2), being exorcized (20.3), and fasting (20.7).

59  m. metzger, “nouvelles perspective pour le prétendue Tradition apostolique,” Ecclesia Orans 5, 1988, 
pp. 241–59; “enquêtes autour de la prétendue Tradition apostolique,” Ecclesia Orans 9, 1992, pp. 7–36; 
“a propos des règlements écclesiastique et de la prétendue Tradition apostolique,” Revue des sciences 
religieuses 66, 1992, pp. 249–61; a. Brent, Hippolytus and the Roman Church in the Third Century: 
Communities in Tension Before the Emergence of a Monarch-Bishop, leiden: Brill, 1995; J. a. Cerrato, 
Hippolytus between East and West: The Commentaries and the Provenance of the Corpus, new york: 
oxford university press, 2002; p. Bradshaw, m. e. Johnson, and l. e. phillips, The Apostolic Tradition: 
A Commentary, hermeneia, minneapolis: Fortress, 2002.

60  some of the early statements with commentary are given in e. Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, 3rd 
edn, abilene, TX: abilene Christian university press, 1999, pp. 19–28.

61  m. J. svigel, “second Century incarnational Christology and early Catholic Christianity,” phd 
diss., dallas Theological seminary, 2008, argues that the pattern of pre-incarnate existence, union 
of the son with fleshly humanity, real birth and life, real suffering and death, bodily resurrection, 
and heavenly assumption were the distinguishing marks of catholic Christianity in contrast to other 
christologies.

62  Recent studies are surveyed by e. Ferguson, “Creeds, Councils, and Canons,” in s. harvey and d. 
hunter (eds), Oxford Handbook of Early Christian Studies, oxford: oxford university press, 2008, 
pp. 427–45.

63  Tertullian, The Crown 3.
64  Didache 7.3.
65  Cyprian, Letters 69 [75].12.1–3.
66  Tertullian, Baptism 18. The major contributions of d. F. Wright to the history of infant baptism are 

brought together in d. F. Wright, Infant Baptism in Historical Perspective: Collected Studies, milton 
Keynes: paternoster, 2007.

67  e. Ferguson, “inscriptions and the origin of infant Baptism,” Journal of Theological Studies 30, 1979, 
pp. 37–46; repr. in e. Ferguson (ed.), Conversion, Catechumenate, and Baptism in the Early Church, 
studies in early Christianity 11, new york: garland [Taylor & Francis], 1993, pp. 391–400.



CommuniTy and WoRship

329

68  g. W. h. lampe, The Seal of the Spirit, 2nd edn, london: spCK, 1967; m. dudley and g. Rowell 
(eds), The Oil of Gladness: Anointing in the Christian Tradition, london: spCK, 1993.

69  e. Ferguson, Baptism in the Early Church: History, Theology, and Liturgy in the First Five Centuries, 
grand Rapids, mi: eerdmans, 2009.

70  Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6.26.2.
71  Shepherd of Hermas, Parables 9.16.3–6 [93.3–6]; 2 Clement 6.9; 7.6; 8.6.
72  Tertullian, Baptism 19.
73  For an introduction to the study of early Christianity as a social phenomenon see l. m. White, 

“sociological interpretation,” in e. Ferguson (ed.), Encyclopedia of Early Christianity, 2nd edn, new 
york: garland [Taylor & Francis], 1997, pp. 1070–2.

74  e. Ferguson (ed.), Church, Ministry, and Organization in the Early Church Era, studies in early 
Christianity 13, new york: garland [Taylor & Francis], 1993, contains a collection of articles on 
organization and theology of ministry in the early church.

75  acts 14:23; phil. 1:1; Didache 15.1; polycarp, Philippians 6.1; Shepherd of Hermas, Vision 2.4.2–3 
(8.2–3). Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, pp. 163–75, translates and comments on some of the 
principal passages bearing on the organization of the early church.

76  acts 20:17, 28; 1 pet. 5:1–2; Clement of Rome, 1 Clement 42, 44.
77  Clement of Rome, 1 Clement 42; 44. For his statement that the apostles appointed the tested 

men among their first-fruits as bishops and deacons, compare 1 Cor. 16:15–16. With reference to 
hermas and Clement, p. s. Jeffers, Conflict at Rome: Social Order and Hierarchy in Early Christianity, 
minneapolis: Fortress, 1991, studies the diversity in the church at Rome.

78  perhaps implied in hippolytus, Refutation of All Heresies preface; explicit in Cyprian, Letters 64.3; 
66.4.

79  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.2.1.
80  ignatius, To the Trallians 3; To the Smyrnaeans 8; To Polycarp 6.
81  in addition to the passages in the preceding note, see the parallels he makes between god and the 

bishop in To the Ephesians 3.2 and 4.1; cf. 5.3.
82  d. m. Reis, “Following in paul’s Footsteps: Mimésis and power in ignatius of antioch,” and h. o. 

maier, “The politics and Rhetoric of discord and Concord in paul and ignatius,” in gregory and 
Tuckett, Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, pp. 287–305 (esp. 302–4), 
307–24 (esp. 316).

83  polycarp, Philippians preface; 5.2–3; 6.1.
84  e. g. Jay, “From presbyter-Bishops to Bishops and presbyters,” Second Century 1, 1981, pp. 125–62. 

For deacons see J. m. Barnett, The Diaconate: A Full and Equal Order, rev. edn, new york: seabury, 
1994.

85  irenaeus, Against Heresies 3.2.2, 4.26.2; Clement of alexandria, Miscellanies 3.12.90.1, 7.1.3.3; 
Salvation of the Rich 42.

86  1 Tim. 5:9–11; Didascalia 14–15; origen, Commentary on John 32.7. B. Thurston, The Widows – A 
Woman’s Ministry in the Early Church, minneapolis: Fortress, 1989.

87  Didascalia 16. K. madigan and C. osiek (eds), Ordained Women in the Early Church: A Documentary 
History, Baltimore: Johns hopkins university press, 2005; J. Wijngaards, Women Deacons in the Early 
Church, new york: Crossroad, 2006.

88  Didache 11.10–12, 13.1–6; Shepherd of Hermas, Mandate 11.1–21 (43.1–21); eusebius, Ecclesiastical 
History 3.37.1, 5.17.3–4.

89  Firmillian in Cyprian, Letters 75[74].10 presumably had in mind a montanist woman who celebrated 
the eucharist and baptized; cf. Tertullian, Prescription against Heretics 41.5 for unspecified heretics, but 
contrast The Soul 9 for a woman who reported her visions only after the sacred services.

90  Shepherd of Hermas, Parables 7.1–3.
91  ignatius, To the Philadelphians 7.1.
92  a. stewart-sykes, “prophecy and patronage: The Relationship between Charismatic Functionaries 

and household officers in early Christianity,” in gregory and Tuckett, Trajectories through the New 
Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, pp. 165–89.

93  eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.16.10 for montanism; 5.23.2–4, for the paschal controversy.
94  Best known is the situation in north africa – Cyprian, Letters 55; 67.1.



eveReT T FeRguson

330

95  e. Ferguson (ed.), Worship in Early Christianity, studies in early Christianity 15, new york: garland 
[Taylor & Francis], 1993.

96  W. Rordorf, Sunday: The History of the Day of Rest and Worship in the Earliest Centuries of the Christian 
Church, philadelphia: Westminster, 1968; texts collected in Sabbat und Sonntag in der Alten Kirche, 
Traditio Christiana, Zurich: Theologischer, 1972; a shorter collection in Ferguson, Early Christians 
Speak, pp. 65–7, with commentary, pp. 69–73; d. a. Carson (ed.), From Sabbath to Lord’s Day: A 
Biblical, Historical and Theological Investigation, grand Rapids, mi: Zondervan, 1982.

97  Tertullian, Flight in Persecution 3; 14.
98  Justin, 1 Apology 67. see Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, pp. 79–89; and “Justin martyr and the 

liturgy,” Restoration Quarterly 36, 1994, pp. 267–78.
99  p. F. Bradshaw, The Search for the Origins of Christian Worship, 2nd edn, oxford: oxford university 

press, 2002, concludes there was much more diversity than uniformity in the early centuries.
100  pliny, Letters 10.96; Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 3.11.80.3; Tertullian, Soul 9.4.
101  Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, pp. 145–62 (esp. 152).
102  Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, pp. 133–44.
103  C. Claussen, “The eucharist in the gospel of John and in the Didache,” in gregory and Tuckett, 

Trajectories through the New Testament and the Apostolic Fathers, pp. 135–63 (esp. 156–7, 162).
104  J. d. Zizioulas, Eucharist, Bishop, Church: The Unity of the Church in the Divine Eucharist and the Bishop 

during the First Three Centuries, Brookline, ma: holy Cross orthodox press, 2001; p. F. Bradshaw, 
Eucharistic Origins, oxford: oxford university press, 2004.

105  e. Ferguson, “spiritual sacrifice in early Christianity and its environment,” in h. Temporini and W. 
haase (eds), Aufstieg und Niedergang der römischen Welt 2.23.1, Berlin: de gruyter, 1980, pp. 1151–89.

106  The important texts are translated and commented on in Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, 
pp. 115–23.

107  W. Rordorf, “le sacrifice eucharistique,” Theologische Zeitschrift 25, 1969, pp. 335–53; repr. in 
Ferguson, Worship in Early Christianity, pp. 193–211.

108  Cyprian, Letter 63 [62].14, 17.
109  Ferguson, Early Christians Speak, pp. 103–14, translates and comments on texts pertinent to the real 

presence of Christ in the eucharist.
110  For symbol and allegory for the bread and wine – Clement of alexandria, Christ the Educator 1.6.43; 

2.2.10–20; origen, Commentary on Matthew 11.14; Homilies on Leviticus 7.5. For figure – Tertullian, 
Against Marcion 4.40. For antitype – Apostolic Tradition 23.1.

111  C. W. dugmore, “sacrament and sacrifice in the early Fathers,” Journal of Ecclesiastical History 2, 
1951, pp. 24–37; repr. in Ferguson, Worship in Early Christianity, pp. 178–91. as this statement applies 
especially to augustine see pp. 33–4 = pp.187–8.



“against the nations” genre 22
aaron 160; rod 273
abel 211, 250, 279
abimelech 92
abraham 144, 147, 245, 273
achamoth 147, 149, 213–4, 225n94
Acta Alexandrorum see Acts of Pagan Martyrs
acta martyrum see acta of Christian martyrs
acta of Christian martyrs 87–8, 90, 95, 96, 97–103, 

104, 105n1
acta sanctorum see acta of Christian martyrs
Acts of Andrew 87, 89–90
Acts of Apollonius 97
Acts of Carpus, Papylus and Agathonice 97
Acts of Isidorus 104
Acts of John 87, 89, 272
Acts of Justin and his Companions 97, 99–100
Acts of Pagan Martyrs 87, 101, 104–5, 106–7n34
Acts of Paul 90–2, 102–3
Acts of Paulus and Antoninus 104–5
Acts of Peter 90–1, 272
Acts of the Apostles 68, 88, 95, 106n18, 126, 172, 173, 

197, 231, 234, 241, 257, 280–2, 293
Acts of the Scillitan Martyrs 97, 100–1, 154
Acts of Thomas 89, 103
acts, genre of 194
adam 144, 156, 208, 209–11, 216, 217, 219
adamic typology 207–8, 223n35
adams, e. 19
adoption, grace of 182
adoptionism see Christology: adoptionist
adultery 28–9, 112, 128, 157, 192, 315
Adversus Iudaeos literature 68, 69, 71, 75, 78–9, 194, 

299
aegeates 89–90
aelia Capitolina see Jerusalem
aelius aristides 55
aemilianus 55
aeons 141, 147, 209, 213–14, 216, 217, 267
aetius 40
affusion 164
african Christianity see north africa
afterlife see death: afterlife 
Against Celsus (origen) 11–12, 17, 18, 26–7, 48, 57, 

75, 79, 188, 301, 315
Against Heresies (irenaeus) 138, 139–43, 145–9, 

151–2n37, 159, 204, 206, 213–4, 230, 245–6, 250, 
263, 277, 295, 301

Against Marcion (Tertullian) 265, 295
Against Praxeas (Tertullian) 265, 295; see also praxeas
Against the Heresy of One Noetus 158–9, 160; see also 

noetus
Against the Jews (Tertullian) 157–8, 295
agathion 29
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creation, act of 19–20, 40–1, 46, 129, 132, 246–9, 

251, 266, 317; ex nihilo 41, 45, 46, 52, 155; in 
gnosis 206, 208–10, 212–14, 217 

creator-demiurge 4, 20, 40–3, 45, 127,140–1, 147, 
155, 164, 205, 209–10, 236n14, 247–8, 76; see also 
god (identity of): as Creator

creeds 110, 115, 118n18, 132, 146, 243, 261, 276, 
281; see also apostles Creed

Crescens 55, 60
Crete 13–14
cross, the 45, 60, 73, 91, 94, 95, 114, 116, 144, 147, 

217, 272–4, 279, 280, 281, 320, 322, 325; see also 
Jesus Christ (life of): death

Crouzel, h. 195
crowns 87, 98, 279
crucifixion 61, 76, 90, 110, 147, 183, 213, 216, 272, 

280, 284
cult 233; imperial 44, 52, 60, 71, 126, 161; Jewish 15, 

110, 289, 298, 299; pagan 8, 13, 15–17, 23–4, 46
Cynic philosophy 23, 26, 44, 46, 95
Cyprian 101, 154, 160–4, 165, 166, 232, 251–2, 281, 

289, 293, 294, 295, 319–20, 325
Cyrene 174

damascus 172
Daniel 58, 190, 281, 292
daniélou, J. 199
dante 227, 234
darkness 111, 193, 207, 208, 218
daveithe 209
david 144, 242, 251, 295 see also Jesus (life of): 

lineage
deacon: office of 109, 118n3, 118n11, 154, 160, 161, 

178, 322–3; see also Church (institutional body): 
organization; deaconess

deaconess 323
death 54, 56, 91, 92–3, 95, 96, 101, 111, 127, 132, 

149, 163, 207, 210, 212, 216, 261, 263, 271, 274, 
275, 276, 280, 281, 282, 320, 322; afterlife 46, 93, 
95, 277; intermediate state 282; see also Jesus (life 
of): death; martyrdom

decalogue 112, 319
decius 96, 161, 188; see also persecution: decian
Declaration of Faith (gregory Thaumaturgos) 252
defiance 39
deficiency 191, 210, 212, 213
deicide 77, 106n18
deification 182–3, 263, 267–8, 276
delatores 52
delphi 8
demetrius 173, 177, 179, 188, 195, 231
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demiurge see creator-demiurge
democritus 179
demons 123, 127–31, 277, 279, 283
Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching (irenaeus) 

142, 143–5, 151–2n37, 295, 300, 316
desire 215, 224n77, 225n88
desired 213
determinism 225n78, 283
devil 89, 99, 103, 192, 197, 279, 280; see also evil: 

“evil one”; satan
dialogue genre 68, 73–5
Dialogue with Trypho the Jew (Justin martyr) 44, 69, 

73–6, 78, 131–2, 245, 277, 295
diaspora 70–1, 173, 293
diatribai 11
Didache 109, 110–13, 114, 117, 259, 322, 323, 324; 

see also apostolic Fathers
didaskaleion 176, 179; see also alexandria: catechetical 

school in
didymus Judas Thomas 207
dietrich, B. C. 13
dillon, J. J. 141
dillon, J. m. 22
dio Chrysostom 8, 18, 25
diocletian see persecution: diocletian/great
diodore of Tarsus 297
diodorus of sicily 13
diogenes laertius 7, 8, 15, 40
diogenes of sinope 25, 44
Diognetus, Epistle to 22, 112, 115, 121, 125, 126, 

135n19, 259, 283, 318; see also apologists
dionysius of alexandria 295
Discourse (epictetus) 26, 27
ditheism 159
Divine Institutes (lactantius) 22, 27–28, 28–9
docetism see Christology: docetic
doctrine 8, 21, 39, 40, 56, 57, 60–1, 100, 108, 125, 

130, 138, 181, 191, 194, 197–8, 228–34, 241–2, 
243, 251, 252, 258, 261, 283, 298, 323, 324

dogs 130, 140, 319, 328n51
domitian 72, 125, 260
dorandi, T. 10–11
doves 98, 319
doxography 40, 44
doxology 324
droge, a. J. 92
dualism 20, 45, 140, 146–7, 148, 155, 205, 207, 208, 

212, 224n77, 261, 265
dunderberg, i. 215
dunn, J. d. g. 70
dura europos 10
dyad 42

easter see pascha
ebionites 75
Ecclesiasticus 93
ecclesiology 160; see also Church; churches
economics-of-religion 24
economy, divine 143–5, 148, 156, 245, 250, 253, 265, 

298
edessa 103
edict of decius 161
edict of milan 4, 22, 103

edict of Toleration 96
edict of valerian 96; see also valerian
edwards, m. J. 56
egypt 57, 60, 103, 108, 139, 173–5, 177, 192, 193, 

199, 200; see also alexandria
egyptian see Coptic language
egyptians 44, 47, 61, 87, 98–9, 103, 104, 173, 180, 

319
ekklèsia 11, 18, 212; see also assembly
Ekklesia 213, 328n56
ekpyrosis 43
eleazar avaran 93
elect, the 98, 317
election 260–1
eleleth 209–11
eleutherius 138, 140
elijah 92, 273
elitism 22, 140, 157, 166, 259, 276
emanation 156, 213, 214, 222n22
emotion 55, 127, 199, 214–5, 222n22
empedocles 15, 45
encratite 175
enlightenment 12, 234, 266, 275, 291, 322
enoch 128, 279
ensoulment 147, 268
enteuxis 123–4; see also petition
entirety, the 210–11
envy 13, 210
Ephesians 19, 189, 257, 315, 317
Ephesians, To the (ignatius) 243
ephesus 4, 73, 103, 227
epictetus 26, 27, 53–4
epicureans 14, 20, 23, 44, 46, 48, 56, 95, 313
epicurus 14, 23, 43, 48
epigonus 158
epiphanius 140, 179, 195–6, 205, 206, 209, 212, 229
epistemology 58, 181–3
Epistle of the Apostles 274
epistolary literature 194, 212, 271; in new Testament 

197, 256
epistropè 8; see also conversion
esau 78
eschatology 95, 142, 197, 198, 207, 211, 214, 257, 

260–2, 282, 283, 320, 324; see also consummation
essence 43, 115, 165, 214, 253
eternal life 95, 101, 191, 211, 247, 280, 282
eternal punishment 61
ethics 3, 6, 12–15, 20, 24, 28, 49, 54, 60, 111–12, 

228, 266, 278, 283, 298; see also morality; virtue
ethiopic language 159
eucharist 111–2, 114, 148, 159, 160, 215–17, 231, 

237n35, 256, 276, 278–9, 283, 324–5
euripides 179
eusebius 49, 73, 87, 121–2, 124, 138, 139, 145, 164, 

172–4, 176–9, 188, 189, 190, 197, 228–9, 230, 233, 
238n53, 277–8, 281, 290, 294, 298; Ecclesiastical 
History 54, 87, 102, 104, 121, 137, 142–3, 173, 176

eustathius of antioch 195
evans, R. F. 157
eve 144, 210–11, 216–19
evelpistus 100
evil 58, 128, 142, 155, 159, 231, 237–8n39, 247, 275, 

300, 301; as active force 41, 131, 199–200, 271, 
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277; “evil one” 113, 279; see also sin; devil; 
satan

Excerpts of Theodotus 206, 212, 213
exclusivity 58, 60, 61, 72, 77, 165, 313
execution 28, 53, 89, 91, 98, 124, 277
exegesis 7, 42, 46–7, 74, 78–9, 180, 192–5, 245, 247, 

258, 262–3, 274, 295–8, 299–302;
see also allegorical interpretation, literal 

interpretation; mystical interpretation; 
prosopological interpretation; scripture (use of): 
interpretation; typology

Exegetical Notes on the Gospel of John (heracleon) 295
Exhortation to Martyrdom (origen) 93–4, 200 
Exhortation to the Greeks (Clement of alexandria) 43, 

46, 47, 178, 300
Exodus 48, 92, 273
exodus, the 192
exorcism 60, 276–7
Expositions of the Sayings of the Lord (papias) 294
Extracts (melito) 294
Extracts from the Prophets (Clement of alexandria) 

178, 295
ezekiel 144, 189, 292

Fabian 161, 164, 232
faith 108,137–9, 145–6, 252, 261, 319; the Christian 

113, 121 125, 194, 197–8, 263; of the Church 114, 
117, 141–3, 257, 289; individual 100, 113, 144, 
161, 163, 232–3, 261, 283, 301, 316, 321; pagan 
interaction with 54, 60, 104; in relation to reason/
knowledge 52, 181–3, 204, 220n3, 244; see also 
Rule of Faith

fall: the 46, 183; pre-temporal 266–7, 282
famae 193
fasting 111, 157, 321
Father 133, 323; accessibility to 48, 181, 250, 260, 

264, 274, 281; as creator 16, 127, 141–2, 147–9, 
164, 246–9; not creator 147–8; in gnosis 209–11, 
213–14, 217; hands of 148, 246, 248, 251, 253; 
in relation to son and/or spirit 115, 129, 143–5, 
155–6, 164–5, 232, 241–9, 252–4, 266; see also 
god; monarchianism; patripassianism; son: in 
relation to Father and/or spirit; spirit: in relation 
to Father and/or son

Felicissimus 161–3
Felicitas 99
fellowship 112, 227–234; exclusion from 230–1, 324
female 192, 208, 210–11, 213–9, 223n40, 224n77, 

314; see also women
Firmicus maternus 22
First Apocalypse of James 215
First Clement (Clement of Rome) 109, 112, 113, 115, 

117, 138, 228, 294; see also apostolic Fathers
First Principles, On (origen) 47, 78–9, 190–1, 194–9, 

200, 266, 298
fiscus Iudaicus tax 71–2
flagitia 53, 59
Flavia neapolis 124
flesh 42, 147, 149–50, 156, 165, 180–1, 207, 212, 

248, 263, 267, 276, 314–6; see also resurrection; 
Jesus (nature of): human

flood, the 147, 319
florilegium 40

Florinus 138, 142, 230, 237n30
forgiveness 94, 157, 162, 163, 233, 315, 319, 321–22; 

see also sin
formae (divine) 156, 165
fornication 157, 315
Fortunatus 163
fractionation 228
France 137–8
Frede, m. 8, 15, 30n1
free will 52, 156, 197–8, 237–8n39, 276, 283
freedom 44, 140, 194, 279, 319; see also free will
fullness 146, 147, 213–4, 216

Galatians 13, 110, 189, 316
galen 8, 10, 40, 53, 54, 60
galilee 4, 5, 78, 242, 254
galinksy, g. K. 28
garden 211, 216, 310n97
gaul 78, 97, 138–9
Genesis 19, 20, 40–1, 45, 115, 128–9, 132–3, 189, 

192, 207–9, 209–12, 216, 217, 219, 245, 246, 247, 
292, 295, 314, 319

gentile-Christians 70, 72, 74–6, 144, 175, 242, 257, 
260, 272–4, 283, 322

geography 297
geta 98
gethsemane 95
gideon 92, 193
glory 96, 127, 267, 272, 274, 275; divine 102, 139, 

281, 318; see also Jesus Christ (nature of): glory of 
glossolalia 60

gnosis 140, 181–3, 204–6, 208–9, 211–15, 219, 
220n3, 222n18, 275–6; see also knowledge 

gnosis 140, 204–26, 230; see also ptolemaen gnosis; 
sethian gnosis; valentinian gnosis

gnostic: approach to scripture 145–6, 231, 292, 295, 
299; heresy 159, 173–4, 205; thought 20, 89, 139, 
146–7, 160, 210, 257, 261–3, 272–6, 283; writings 
45, 174; see also nag hammadi

gnosticism 4–5, 10, 20–1, 139, 166, 174, 209, 275, 
277

gnosticism (as a label) 204–6, 219, 220n1
gnostics 4–5, 15, 20–1, 58, 78, 131, 145–6, 155–6, 

174, 175, 194, 204, 228, 231, 233, 247, 248, 252, 
259, 262, 263, 265, 266, 274, 282, 283, 292, 295, 
299, 323, 325

gnostike hairesis 205; see also gnostic: heresy
Gnostikoi 205, 221n13; see also gnostics
god (doctrine of) 52, 133, 143, 155–7, 159–60, 

183, 194, 197–8, 231, 241–55, 260–1, 300; pagan 
opposition to 53–61, 72

god (identity of): as Creator 20, 41, 130, 141–3, 
147–9, 155, 159, 164, 234, 242, 244, 245, 246–9, 
252–3, 275; name of 47, 111, 241–2, 321, 322; as 
the one, true 126, 130, 145, 148, 244, 245

god (in gnosis) 4, 45, 140, 141, 147, 148, 156, 
210–11, 231, 236n14, 275

god (knowledge of) 47–9, 131–2, 145, 181–3, 248
god (nature of) 101, 143, 147, 148, 180, 182–3, 

245–8, 250–3; active in creation 11, 12–20, 38, 
52, 61, 95, 112, 117, 123, 128, 141–3, 147–9, 
180, 245, 246–8, 250–1, 252–3, 257, 260, 271, 
273, 275, 299, 305n22, 317, 318, 322, 324; 
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distinction within 148, 156, 164, 165, 196, 197, 
232, 242–6, 247–9, 249–254, 257, 260–5, 316, 
321–2; eternal 249–50, 253, 257; immutable 242, 
249–51, 253, 302; impassible 52, 61, 261; love 227; 
philanthropic/beneficent 13–5, 181, 191; unity of 
149, 155–6, 160, 231, 234, 242–8, 260, 263, 275, 
299; see also creator-demiurge; Father; son; spirit

god (in non-Christian thought) 10, 15–16, 22, 23, 
40–6, 95, 130, 131, 264; greco-Roman gods 3, 8, 
9, 13–4, 25–6, 28–9, 42–4, 55–6, 53, 58, 60, 93, 
100, 112, 126–8, 130, 133, 161, 200, 275, 283,  
318

gospel (as genre) 194, 206, 231, 271, 300
gospel (as message) 11, 18, 39, 47, 73, 98, 116, 200, 

231, 271, 277, 280, 281, 300, 311n114
Gospel of Peter 274, 279
Gospel of Philip 206, 212, 213, 215–9
Gospel of the Egyptians 175, 209
Gospel of the Hebrews 174–5
Gospel of Thomas 174, 206–9
Gospel of Truth 206, 213
gospels, canonical 5–6, 58, 76, 95, 113, 116, 141, 

162, 174–5, 190, 192, 197, 206–7, 231, 234, 275, 
276, 280, 289, 292, 293–4, 296, 324

grace 72–3, 89, 139, 149, 182, 218, 264, 272, 276, 
283, 322

gradus 156
grammaticus 188
grammatikos 295
grant, R. m. 141
great persecution see persecution: diocletian/great
greco-Roman 3–37, 51–61, 70–1, 79–80, 228, 271, 

295–7, 313; see also religion; socio-political status
greece 108, 139, 260
greek language 4, 22, 97, 100, 140, 143, 158, 173, 

186, 189, 194–6, 263–5, 273, 293, 295, 296, 
306–7n46, 324; see also septuagint

greeks 18, 21, 29, 44, 48–9, 59, 71, 104, 128, 142, 
173, 178–9, 180–1, 188, 190, 277, 282, 319

gregory of nazianzus 94, 196, 268; see also 
Cappadocians, the

gregory of nyssa 279; see also Cappadocians, the
gregory Thaumaturgos 48–9, 177, 251–2, 295

hades 279–80, 282; see also hell
hadrian 53, 134n4, 174
haereseis 11
hagiographical writings 76, 89, 97, 280
haguel 280
hairesis 45, 74, 205; see also heresy
hanson, R. p. C. 252
harl, m. 195
harmozel 209
harnack, a. 4–5, 68–9, 194, 229, 313
healing 60, 144, 155, 247–8, 268, 273, 276–7; of 

body 60, 103, 155; of soul 215
heaven/s 12, 25, 41, 100, 128, 146–7, 192, 199, 

209–11, 234, 246, 250, 260, 274, 275, 279, 281, 
319, 320, 322

hebrew language 78–9, 82n56, 293, 296
Hebrews 20, 26, 41, 142, 233, 260, 278, 281, 293
heine, R. e. 232
heliodorus 103

hell 144, 227, 279; see also hades
henad 47
heraclas 177, 188
heracleides 259
heracleon 190, 181, 230, 295
heracles 3, 13, 23, 24, 25–9
heraclitus 45, 129, 159, 179
heresiologists 139–40, 205–6, 229
heresy 74, 78, 110, 141, 166, 194, 196, 205, 220n1, 

227–38, 315
heretics 39, 46, 74, 78, 146, 157, 159, 164, 174, 188, 

204, 230, 266, 323
hermas 259, 262, 317, 323; see also Shepherd of 

Hermas 
hermeneia 207
hermeneutic 190–4, 198–9, 200 see also scripture 

(use of): interpretation
hermes 45
hermetic religion 140, 221n16
hermias 22, 134n1
hermogenes 155; see also Against Hermogenes
herod 76
hesiod 29, 127
hetaeriae 9
heterodoxy 173, 229, 236n14, 272
Hexapla (origen) 79, 296
hierarchy of being(s) 156, 266
hierax 100
hierocles see sossianus hierocles
hill, C. 138
hippolytan school 158–9, 166
hippolytus 45–6, 140, 154–5, 158–60,190, 197, 205, 

213, 229–30, 232, 265, 288, 295, 307n61, 320–1
historical narrative see narrative
historiography: contemporary 4–6, 68–70, 160, 

173–4, 194, 204–5, 234, 236n1, 229–30, 256, 
313–14; of early Christians 21; see also history in 
early Christianity

history in early Christianity 199, 274, 297
history of salvation 143, 274, 321
holy spirit see spirit of god
homer 15, 21, 27, 29, 127, 129, 132, 179, 189, 193
homiletical literature 68, 77, 108, 160, 178, 194, 212, 

241, 259, 295, 298, 302; see also preaching
Homilies on Genesis (origen) 319
Homilies on Joshua (origen) 199
Homilies on Leviticus (origen) 94
homoiosis 181–3
homoousion/homoiousion debates 253
hope 72, 100, 137–9, 149, 260, 282; see also blessed 

hope
hopkins, K. 5, 24, 175–6
Horos 214, 272
hosea 144, 189
hospitality 113, 227
household 10, 55, 176, 283
humanity 44, 129–30, 131, 142–4, 147, 150, 156–7, 

159, 246, 248, 250, 263, 266–7, 282, 284, 300; in 
gnosis 140, 207, 208, 210–12; spiritual 149–50, 
191

humiliation 89, 91, 92 
humility 47, 113
hunink, v. 56
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hylikos 214; see also material
Hymn: of diodorus siculus 13; to Zeus 8
hymns 8, 53, 194, 212, 265, 324
hypostasis 49, 265, 232, 233, 253; in gnosis 210, 212
Hypostasis of the Archons 206, 209–12, 225n78
Hypotyposes (Clement of alexandria) 190, 295
hystaspes 45, 47
To the Heathen (Tertullian) 28, 105

ialdabaoth 209–11
ideas (platonic) 40–3, 46, 196
identity formation 52, 60 70, 72, 73–5, 77–8, 79, 

81n32, 120n85, 122, 231, 234, 313, 325
idolatry 3, 15, 16, 44, 46, 56, 100, 126, 157, 175, 

328n51
Iesous 174
ignatius of antioch 72–3, 108–20,138, 146, 243, 

244–5, 252, 259, 261–2, 272–3, 277–8, 280, 323
ignorance 145, 180, 212, 213, 299, 301; divine 4, 20, 

140, 147, 148
illiteracy 19, 57 see also literacy
illumination 259, 275, 291, 322
image of god 183, 208, 245, 248, 250, 276, 318, 323
imitatio Christi see imitation: of Christ
imitation 10, 29, 44, 90, 98, 117, 146, 227, 272, 

278–9, 294; of Christ 76, 95, 112, 137, 146–7, 277, 
280

immersion 164, 322; see also baptism
immortality 25, 56, 93, 98, 101, 111, 115, 130, 138, 

143, 148, 212, 265, 276; see also
soul: immortality of
impiety 15, 16, 17, 55, 57, 58, 60, 66n133, 100, 105, 

128
“in Christ” 20, 95, 110, 114, 116, 156, 172, 197, 250, 

264
incarnation 61, 145, 159, 183, 216, 232, 247, 249–51, 

254, 261, 264, 266–8, 275–6, 300; see also son of 
god: incarnation

incense 128, 161
incest 55, 59, 70
incorruptibility 144, 148–50, 214, 252, 276
incorruptibility 210–11
infanticide 55, 59, 70
infants, Christians as 206, 316, 318, see also baptism: 

infant
inhominization 275
initiation 159, 160, 163–4, 208, 216–17
inspiration 45, 47, 113, 143, 291, 305n22 
instruction see catechetical instruction
instructor 211
intellect 213
intermediate state see death: intermediate state
irenaeus 75, 78, 103, 108, 137–53, 179, 182, 198, 

204–6, 209, 212–5, 229–31, 245–6, 247–8, 250, 
252–3, 258, 262–5, 272, 274, 276, 277, 280, 282, 
295, 300–1, 316, 323

isaac 147, 250, 298
isaiah 144
Isaiah 126, 131, 144, 149, 189, 260, 292, 316, 320 
isidorus 104
isis 55
isonomia 71
isotimia 71

israel 45, 74, 93, 148, 175, 182, 192, 193, 199, 273–4, 
278, 282, 315, 320; god of 241, 271, 275 see also 
Church: people of god

italy 163–4, 166, 177, 195
izmir 137

Jacob 78, 144, 147, 191, 250
Jacobs, a. s. 70, 75
James, m. R. 89
jealousy 113
Jeremiah 144, 279
Jeremiah 126, 292
Jerome 82–3n56, 137, 154, 174, 178, 189, 190, 194, 

195–6
Jerusalem 6, 10, 78, 113, 130, 144, 172, 173, 174, 

178, 192, 195, 241, 290, 293, 317
Jesus 6, 10, 78, 113, 130, 144, 172, 173, 174, 178, 

192, 195, 241, 290, 293, 317
Jesus Christ 256–70; and heracles 3, 13, 23–9; and 

philosophy 10, 38, 54, 60, 266; and recapitulation 
263, 269, 279; and salvation 61, 111, 115, 148–9, 
180, 250, 260–3, 265–6, 271–82

Jesus Christ (designations of): exemplar of virtue 49; 
magician 106n18, 132; martyr 257, 279; physician 
261; ransom 115; sacrifice 277–9, 325; servant 114; 
shepherd 98; sophist 23, 56; teacher 266, 271, 275, 
276; telos 266, 275

Jesus Christ (eternal person) 52, 260–2, 279; active 
in creation 129, 143; logos/Word 39, 44–5, 129, 
133, 143, 148–9, 159, 183, 200, 232, 243, 249–50, 
266–8, 275–6; making god known 127, 147, 155, 
180–1, 191, 260–1, 264, 274–5; obedience 26, 144, 
276; son of god 115, 146, 261, 276; spirit of 90, 
110, 115, 149, 156, 253, 261, 263; see also son of 
god; logos

Jesus Christ (life of): ascension 144, 146, 241, 
249–50, 274, 280; baptism 111, 116, 217, 276; 
birth 144, 146, 156, 180, 249, 321; death 76, 95, 
97, 106n18, 110, 113, 132, 146–7, 156, 180, 200, 
207, 232, 249, 258, 271, 273–4, 276, 277–9, 280, 
283, 318, 322, 324; descent 144, 274–5, 279–80, 
282; exaltation 257, 271, 280, 282; lineage 110, 
115; millenial rule 88; ministry 4, 132, 144, 276, 
279, 323; passion 92, 110–11, 117, 131, 133, 
137, 144, 146–7, 231, 257, 260–1, 268, 272, 
277, 281, 320, 324; present session 89–90, 103, 
111, 132, 148, 200, 281; resurrection 57, 73, 88, 
95, 110, 116, 132, 144, 146, 156, 207, 241, 249, 
258, 273–4, 276, 280–1, 282, 321, 324; return 
281–2, 321; sayings 6, 38, 95, 141–2, 145, 192, 
197–8, 206–8, 241, 266, 275–6, 279, 298–99, 301, 
306n38; see also Christus victor

Jesus Christ (nature of) 110, 112, 114–6, 143, 146, 
149, 156, 165, 180, 183, 261, 263–5, 280–1, 325; 
divine 53, 72, 137, 155, 234; glory of 139, 241, 
262, 274, 281; human 227, 267–8, 272, 277, 
314–15, 318; see also Christology

Jesus Christ (offices of): advocate 114, 241; archives 
73, 116, 280; Judge 100, 114–15, 260, 274, 282, 
321; King 144; lawgiver 283; lord 112–13, 146, 
148, 241, 261; mediator 193, 264, 281; messiah/
Christ 172, 241, 242, 271, 289, 299–300; name of 
91, 273; priest 91, 273; Redeemer 132, 144, 148, 



indeX

339

212–13, 258, 272, 274–82, 284; savior 13, 98, 100, 
115, 131, 144, 149, 231, 260–1, 281, 289, 301, 
321; Truth 181, 197; Way 260; see also Chrestus

Jesus Christ (testimony about): anti-Christian 
polemic 57–8, 60–1, 191; ignatius 115; scripture 
193–4, 231, 254, 273, 280, 289, 294, 299, 300, 
319, 321

Jewish (Judeo)-Christian 68, 174–5, 178, 190, 228, 
233–4, 282–3, 322

Jewish Foods (novatian) 164, 295
Jewish revolts: (First Revolt-C.e. 66–70) 17, 71; 

(second/Bar Kokhba Revolt-C.e. 132–5) 17, 69, 
71, 73, 74, 78; (C.e. 115–117) 71, 174–5

Jews 9, 11, 15–16, 41, 60, 87, 92–4, 106n15, 113, 
117, 125, 127–8, 129–31, 179, 241–2, 257, 272–4, 
277, 282, 319, 322, 324; in diaspora 70–1, 154, 
173, 174–6, 293; socio-political standing 39, 53, 
58, 70–2, 78–80, 82n43, 104–5; use of scripture 
7–8; 112, 190, 207, 266, 288, 290, 291–3, 296, 
297, 299; see also cult: Jewish; synagogue; Judaism; 
Judaizers

Jews (relations with Christians) 5, 9, 15, 44, 68–83, 
98, 112–14, 117, 157–8, 166, 174–6, 261, 264, 
274, 296, 299, 313, 318–9

Job 93, 292
Joel 144, 189
John 9, 17, 20, 89, 101, 103, 138, 145, 227–8, 265
John the Baptist 267
John, Epistles of 20, 110, 227, 292, 231, 233
John, Gospel of 6, 12, 20, 41, 44, 95, 115, 116, 

155, 156, 189, 191, 192, 200, 220n3, 227, 232, 
233, 241, 248, 249, 257, 280, 281, 301, 318, 319, 
322

Johnson, m. e. 159
Jonah 92, 189
Jones, a. h. m. 59
Joseph (son of Jacob) 250–1
Josephus 4, 5, 16, 21, 71, 77, 94
Joshua 199, 292
Jotapata 94
Judaism 5–6, 9–10, 15, 21, 60, 72–3, 93, 172, 277–8; 

hellenistic 5, 190, rabbinic 5, 39, 68, 69, 70–11, 
74, 78, 79, 94, 110, 112

Judaism (in relation to Christianity) 4–5, 9, 16–17, 
52, 60, 68–83, 110, 113–14, 115, 132, 175–6, 234, 
242, 254, 277, 290, 313

Judaizers 110, 113
Judas 106n18
Judea 4, 78
judgment 142, 144, 155, 198, 282; see also Jesus 

Christ (offices of): as judge
Judges 92, 193, 292
Julian 15, 277
Julius africanus 295
Jupiter 28, 244
justice 54, 60, 115, 155, 183
justification 283
Justin martyr 8, 10, 16, 21, 22, 27, 44–5, 47, 51, 52, 

54, 59, 62n5, 69, 73–6, 103, 121–136, 146, 177, 
179, 182, 206, 229–30, 234, 243–5, 249–50, 252–3, 
255n21, 263–5, 273, 277, 278, 279, 280, 282, 283, 
294, 296, 318, 321, 323, 324

Justus of Tiberias 4

kanon 304–5n17, 321; see also canonicity
kanón alétheias see Rule of Truth
katekhesis see catechetical instruction
King, K. l. 205
kingdom 112, 149, 207–8, 282, 320; see also chiliasm
Kings 92, 292
Kinzig, W. 21–2
knowledge 100, 127, 129, 149, 177, 181–3, 197, 275, 

301, 317; see also god (knowledge of); gnosis
Koester, h. 314
koinonos 218–9
Kreider, a. 314
kyrios 174

lactantius 22, 27–8, 28–9 49, 58, 263–4, 281
Lamentations 189
lampe, p. 228–9
lane Fox, R. 24
language 5, 21, 48, 89, 180, 323, 325; in gnosis:  

213, 215, 217, 219; see also theological 
vocabulary

lapsi controversy 70, 161–6, 232; penance 157, 163, 
164, 166, 232, 233; reconciliation 161, 163, 164; 
repentance 161

latin language 22, 46, 100, 123, 141, 154, 158–9, 
164, 189, 194, 195–6, 264–5, 277, 293, 295, 298, 
303n1, 306–7n46

law 29, 44, 129, 301; Jewish 42, 44, 74, 75–6, 77–8, 
143, 144, 147–8, 175, 179, 242, 311n113, 318; in 
new covenant 144, 275, 283; see also Roman state: 
governance and legal system

law (scriptural section) 19, 200, 231, 292, 294, 300, 
311n114, 319

Laws (Cicero) 7
laying-on of hands 163–4
layton, B. 209
ledegang, F. 314
legatio see plea
leitourgiai 278; see also liturgy
Letter (of Ptolemy) to Flora 206, 212
Letter of Aristeas 293
Letter of the Churches of Lyons and Vienne 104, 137, 

316
Letter to Gregory (origen) 296, 301
letters see epistolary literature
levi 113
levites 278
Leviticus 193, 277, 278
libellatici 161–2, 165
libelli 96 see also petition
libraries 18, 46; Christian 179, 189, 290, 304n10, 

304n13; see also nag hammadi 
life 93, 94, 101, 111, 149, 261, 272, 275, 314, 322; in 

gnosis 207, 208, 213, 218–19; see also eternal life; 
way of life

Life of Nero (seutonius) 96
light 11, 12, 20, 111, 272; in gnosis 207, 208, 209–11, 

214, 216, 218–9; see also enlightenment; sun
limit 214, 225n94, 272
lion 25, 91, 210
literacy 164, 294, 322 see also illiteracy
literal interpretation 41, 42, 47, 79, 95, 155, 175, 

180, 191–2, 194, 200, 212, 259, 282, 296–8, 299, 
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309n94; see also allegorical interpretation; exegesis; 
scripture (use of): interpretation; typology literary 
studies 181, 190, 295, 297

liturgy 101, 108, 109, 111–12, 117, 138, 159, 160 
178, 228, 233, 251, 258, 263, 279, 280, 281, 288, 
290, 291, 294, 302, 321–2, 324; see also worship

Lives of the Sophists (philostratus) 512–13
logic 43, 47, 48, 60, 155, 198–9
logoi 122; see also oration
logos 40, 43, 45, 46, 128, 129, 130, 264, 272
logos 41, 45, 46–7, 126–7, 128, 130–1, 133, 156, 

160, 253, 263–5; in gnosis 213, 219;
logos theology 266–8; see also Jesus Christ (eternal 

person): logos; Logos spermatikos
Logos spermatikos 129–31, 250, 264; see also logos
logos-Christology see Christology: logos-
longus 102
lord’s day see sunday
lord’s prayer, the 48, 111
louth, a. 199
love 119n23, 131, 144, 155, 182–3, 200, 218, 227–8, 

265, 268, 283, 318; divine 14, 218–19, 247, 257, 
267, 276, 320

love feast see eucharist
lucian of antioch 295
lucian of samosata 8, 23, 29, 56, 60, 64n69
lucius (in apuleius’ Metamorphoses) 55
lucius (bishop of Rome) 163
lucius (martyr) 97
lugdunum see lyons
luke 95, 126
Luke, Gospel of 48, 95, 116, 189, 241, 281, 282, 301
lyons 55, 78, 97, 137–9, 150, 230, 262
lytron 277

maccabean martyrs 93–4
Maccabees 41, 87, 93–4 
macKenzie, i. m. 247
madras 115
magnesia 72
Magnesians, Epistle to the (ignatius) 72–3, 243
malachi 189, 267, 325
male 314; in gnosis 208, 210, 213–8, 223n40
mamaea 188
mani 233, 234–5
mansfeld, J. 20, 190
maran, p. 22
marcian see marcianus
marcianus 142, 143
marcion 45, 155, 156–7, 157–8, 159, 164, 229, 

230–1, 234, 237n36, 265, 291, 299, 311nn113, 
311n114, 323

marcionism 139, 155, 166, 228, 231, 233, 237, 247
marcosian 215
marcus aurelius 53–4, 125, 135n23, 137
marcus Cornelius Fronto 52, 55, 59, 64n51
mark 173–4
Mark, Gospel of 4, 95, 116, 295
marketplace 126, 137
markschies, C. 140
marriage 157, 175, 194, 214, 217, 218, 219
martus 88–9 see also martyr, martyrdom
martyrdom 24, 39, 52, 53–4, 72, 76–7, 78, 82n44, 

87–107, 116, 131, 133, 137–8, 146–7, 157, 277; see 
also baptism: martyrdom; death; persecution

Martyrdom of Perpetua and Felicitas 98–9, 154
Martyrdom of Potamiaena and Basilides 104
martyr 39, 112, 123, 149, 150,164, 188, 200, 233, 

259, 260, 277–8, 280, 282, 320; see
also Jesus (designations of): martyr
Martyrdom of Apollonius 101
Martyrdom of Carpus, Papylus, and Agathonice 90
Martyrdom of Marian and James 93
Martyrdom of Marinus 104
Martyrdom of Montanus and Lucius 93
Martyrdom of Polycarp 76–7, 97–8, 101, 118n1, 112, 

113, 122–23, 138; see also polycarp
martyrs of lugdunum 97
Martyrs, To the (Tertullian) 105
mary magdalene 218–19
mary, the mother of Jesus 144, 157, 241, 249, 251, 

261, 267, 276, 316; see also virgin birth
masada 94
material 214, 261, 263, 265, 266, 268, 275, 324–5; see 

also cosmology
mathematics 40, 42, 181; geometry 296, 297
matter 40–1, 42, 43, 45, 46, 130, 140, 149, 155, 196; 

see also cosmology
Matthew, Gospel of 95, 111, 116, 145, 189, 241, 242, 

274, 277, 279, 281, 301, 320, 322
maturus 137
maximin 200
maximus (bishop of Carthage) 163
maximus of Tyre 8
meditation 127, 214
Melchizedek 209
melito 22, 71, 77–8, 82n46 122, 124, 125, 131, 

250–1, 259, 289, 293, 294, 306n30
mendels, d. 234
menippus 29
Meno (plato) 38
mercy seat 193
mesopotamia 103, 207
messiah 115, 132; see also Jesus Christ (offices of): 

messiah/Christ
metanoia 8; see also conversion
metaphysics 5, 244, 248, 251–3, 257, 263, 268
methodius 195, 316–7
metropolitan bishop 324
Micah 144, 189
milan 103
millenium see chiliasm; Jesus Christ (life of): 

millenial reign
miltiades 134n1
minucius Felix 22, 60, 263
miracles 54, 58–9, 101–2, 132, 277
mirror 216
Miscellanies (Clement of alexandria) 46, 47, 105, 

177, 178, 180, 181, 182, 298, 317
misdaeus 103
missionary activity 173, 176, 228, 233, 241–2, 281, 

313
mithraism 313
modalism 159, 160, 164–5, 232, 265; see also 

monarchianism; patripassianism
mohammed 234
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monad 265
monad 42, 47 
monarchianism 155, 158, 197, 231–2, 234, 265
monarchic episcopacy 177, 179, 229, 260; see also 

Church (institutional body): organization
monotheism 15–16, 24, 113, 115, 242, 254, 264–5
montanism 138, 154, 157, 159, 166, 230, 291, 323–4
morality 60, 127, 130, 298; exhortation to 7, 222n21, 

283, 288; see also ethics
more, henry 204
morel, F. 21–2
mormons 175
moses 7, 10, 21, 41, 54, 59, 60, 92, 113, 144, 148, 

160, 175, 197, 245, 250, 251, 273, 291
mother 204, 211, 214, 218
mount dicte 13
mount gerizim 6
mount ida 13
mucius scaevola, C. 105
murder 39, 112, 128, 192, 250
museum of alexandria see alexandria, museum of
musonius Rufus 129
musurillo, h. 88, 102, 104
mylapore 103
mystical interpretation 42, 44, 192, 297, 298; see 

also allegorical interpretation; exegesis; literal 
interpretation; typology; scripture (interpretation 
of) 

mysticism 207, 266, 268; see also theology: mystical
myth 5, 13–16, 24–29, 44, 46, 57, 127, 129, 178 234, 

244; in gnosis 140, 141, 146–7, 205, 207–8, 210, 
213–19, 216–19, 225n84, 230 

myth-making 205, 212, 219
mythopoeia see myth-making

nag hammadi 139–40, 205–13, 215–20
narrative 173, 191–2, 198, 207, 210–12, 213–19, 

216–7, 224n77, 226n104, 247, 258, 271–4, 279, 
282–3, 299, 301, 319

nazarenes 75
nebuchadnezzar 200
neopythagoreans 313
nero 53, 72, 90, 96, 102
networks: ecclesial 166, 228, 234, 271, 288; social 9, 

24, 176, 230
new prophecy 157; see also montanism
new Testament 5–8, 12, 26, 89, 112, 116–17, 138, 

141–2, 147–8, 179, 181, 190, 198, 200, 212, 231, 
237n36, 256, 258, 259, 261, 273, 275, 277, 282, 
288–9, 292–4, 298, 299–300, 303n5, 306n30, 
311n113, 311n114, 316, 318–19, 320, 322

nicomedia 27
nietzsche 7
nilsson, m. p. 313
noah 147, 319–20
nock, a. d. 7, 313
noetic 47, 131, 180
noetus 158–60, 164–5, 232
nomen Christianum 53, 59; see also Christian, 

Christianity (as label)
nomina sacra 174
nomos 264
norea 210–12

north africa 71, 78 100–1, 154–8, 160–4, 165–6, 
231–2, 264; see also Carthage

nous 61
nous 160, 213, 314
novatian 154, 162–3, 164–5, 232–4, 295
novatianists 164
novatus 162
novelty 60, 249, 250–1; see also antiquity
Numbers 92
numenius 7, 21, 42, 48
numerology 42, 45, 141, 273, 297, 319, 324
numidia 290

obedience 47, 88, 113, 143, 182, 245, 275, 277, 
279, 323; see also Jesus Christ (eternal person): 
obedience of

obstinatio 53, 59
octateuch 289
Odes of Solomon 279–80
oedipean intercourse 59
old latin 293; see also latin language
old syriac, the 293
old Testament 7, 92–3, 94, 114, 116–17, 138, 155, 

175, 181, 192, 198, 199, 200, 231, 245, 257–8, 
263, 264, 273, 279, 288, 289, 292–6, 298–9, 
306n30, 311n113, 315, 319; in relation to new 
Testament 141, 147–8, 200, 258, 299–300, 
311n113, 311n114, 321; see also septuagint

ophites 203
oracles 8, 25, 277, 299, 300, 304n8
oral sources 112, 117, 231, 271, 288
oration 122, 189
Oration to the Greeks (Tatian) 45, 121, 125, 

134–5n17, 136n42
orbe, a. 142
ordination 159, 160, 163, 164, 178
origen 6, 11–12, 14, 16–22, 26–7, 47–8, 52, 58, 

64n56, 71, 75, 78–9, 82n55, 82n56, 93–4, 159, 
173–4, 177–9, 188–203, 228, 230–1, 235, 251–2, 
259, 262–4, 266–8, 275, 279, 281–2, 283, 288, 
290, 295–6, 297–8, 300–2, 314–20

original sin 156; see also fall, the; sin
oroiael 209
orthodox tradition 180
orthodoxy 74, 108, 111, 138, 145–6, 150, 156, 173–4, 

196, 228–31, 234, 263, 267, 322, 323
otto, J. C. Th. von 121–2
ousia 253

paeon 100
pagan: competition with Christianity 9–29; 

martyrdom 87, 88, 104–5; perceptions of 
Christianity 51–67; religion 3, 6, 125–9, 130–1, 
133, 135n19, 278; see also cult: pagan 

paideia 57, 295, 297
paideia 257; see also Christology: paideia-
palestine 5, 55, 56, 58, 70–1, 139, 173, 177, 195, 

267, 296
pamphilus 290, 295, 298
pandects 288, 303n1
pantaenus 46, 176–9, 188, 190
papias 108, 118n1, 190, 259, 280, 294; see also 

apostolic Fathers
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parable 54, 112, 142, 180–1, 298, 299
paraclete 157, 233; see also montanism, mani
paradise 143, 147
Paraphrase of Ecclesiastes (gregory Thaumaturgos) 

295
parousia 260
participation 40, 111, 213, 216–17, 272, 274, 276, 

283–4
pascha 77, 250, 278, 322, 324; see also paschal 

controversy
Pascha, On (melito) 77, 78, 82n46, 294
paschal controversy 138, 143, 158, 229
passion 13, 61, 129, 141, 147, 159, 192, 213–14; in 

relation to reason 127–9, 133, 135n23, 159
Passion of Paul 91
Passion of Perpetua of Felicitas 97, 154
Passion of Peter 91
Passion of Saints Peter and Paul 91
passover 143, 158, 277–8
pastor 322–3
pastoral care 145–6, 243–7, 251, 258–9, 263
pathos see passion
patripassianism 155, 232, 234
patroclus 102
paul 4–9, 11–14, 17–18, 38, 58, 68, 72, 89–92, 95–6, 

102–3, 110, 113, 115, 116–17, 126–8, 183, 192, 
194, 199, 210, 220n3, 228, 242–3, 263, 272, 276, 
278, 282–3, 299, 315

paul of samosata 233–4
pauline letters 79, 142, 256, 265, 280, 282, 289, 

292–3, 298
pauline school 19
pauline tradition 227–8
paulus 104–5
peace 113, 139, 200
penance 278; see also lapsi controversy: penance
pentateuch 113, 289, 292, 293
pentecost 173, 241–2, 254
peregrinus 23, 56
perennis 101
pergamum 139, 172
Peri Archon see First Principles, On (origen)
Peri Pascha see Pascha, On (melito)
perkins, p. 139
perpetua 98–9
persecution 51–2, 55, 62n8, 69–70, 72, 77–8, 80, 

87–8, 91, 93, 96, 103, 113–4, 123–5, 129, 137–8, 
147, 157, 160, 163, 166, 175, 177–8, 188, 200, 
233–4, 244, 251, 260–1, 265, 282, 288, 290, 292, 
302, 316, 320, 324; decian 51, 97, 188, 232–3; 
diocletian/great 27, 58–9, 96, 106n33, 290; see 
also martyrdom, lapsi controversy 

persia 233
persona 156, 165; see also persons, divine 
persons, divine 156, 165, 232–3, 253, 265
peshitta 293
peter 89, 90–1, 103, 113, 161–2, 227, 241–2, 272, 

317
Peter 17, 19, 95, 317, 318, 320, 319
petition as literary form 122–5, 132
Phaedo (plato) 20
pharaoh 192
pharisees 76

philadelphia 72–3, 98
Philadelphians, To the (ignatius) 73
philanthropy 13–15, 19
philastrius 209
Philemon 189
philip 103
Philippians 11, 12, 96, 165, 189, 323
Philippians, To the (polycarp) 110
phillips, l. e. 159
philo of alexandria 5, 15, 16, 20, 41–3, 45, 47, 

66n133, 71, 79, 190, 192, 266
Philocalia (origen) 48, 196
philology 48, 288, 295–7
philosophy 159, 219, 228; in antiquity 6–9, 189; 

Christianity as and in relation to pagan
philosophy 3, 6–9, 15–16, 38–50, 54, 125–9, 130, 

133, 179, 181, 188, 194, 215, 232, 244, 249, 250, 
252, 257, 264, 266, 282, 297, 313; as ethical 6, 
12–15, 130; in relation to religion 6–8; in relation 
to Roman emperors 124–5, 128

philostratus 8, 29
phrygia 138–9, 157
physis 253
piety 17, 57, 60, 87, 100, 113, 300, 301
pilgrimage 103, 241
pistis 58, 181–3; see also faith
plague 163, 
plato 4, 7–8, 10, 15, 16, 21, 25, 38–42, 45, 48, 95, 

129–31, 179, 181–3, 189, 204, 250, 273
platonism 8, 14–15, 19–20, 40–2, 45–6, 48, 95, 

129–31, 179, 181–3, 189, 204, 250, 273; Christian 
in relation to 7, 38, 45, 52, 131, 180

Plea on Behalf of Christians (athenagoras) 123–4, 130, 
253

plea, as literary form 123–4
pleroma 141, 146–7, 149, 213, 217, 248, 274, 276
pliny the younger 9, 12, 19, 53, 58, 60, 63n29, 72
plotinus 10, 20–1, 47, 58 
plutarch 7, 8, 14, 15, 18, 52
pneumatike 211, 214; see also spirit
pneumatology 149; see also spirit of god
poetry 250–1, 257, 260, 273; in gnosis 219; pagan 

27, 29, 127–30, 132, 179
politeia 71
polycarp of smyrna 71, 76–7, 78, 97–8, 101, 108, 

110, 113, 118n1, 122–3, 138, 145, 150, 230, 
259, 280, 323; see also apostolic Fathers; see also 
Martyrdom of Polycarp

polytheism 15–17, 28, 44, 166, 242
pontian 158
pontius pilate 73, 110, 115
pontus 23, 53, 56, 155; see also Bithynia-pontus
poor, the 15, 112, 277, 283
popularizing radicalism 15–17
population 24, 175
porphyry (of gaza) 10, 15, 52, 58, 60–1, 298
potamiaena 102
potemiaena 97
potestas (divine) 156
pothinus 78, 137–8, 145
power 147, 252
praise 278, 279, 324–5
praxeas 155, 156; see also Against Praxeas
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prayer 10, 60, 91, 92, 101, 109, 111–12, 114, 126, 
215, 257, 263, 278, 280, 301–2, 321, 324; lord’s 
48, 111

Prayer, On (origen) 48
preaching 7, 49, 144, 231, 241, 259, 274, 280–1, 300, 

321, 324; see also apostolic:
preaching; homiletical literature
Preaching of Peter 135n19
predestination 283
preparation day 324
presbeia 123; see also plea
presbyter 109, 118n3, 118n11, 138, 154, 158, 160, 

161, 164, 178–9, 228, 233, 262, 265, 322–3; see 
also Church (as institutional body): organization; 
bishop, deacon

principles 40, 46, 57, 199, 264; first 42, 44, 183, 196, 
198–9, 252, 257; see also First

Principles, On (origen)
priscus 124
privatus 162–3
promise, divine 113, 143, 193, 207, 211, 282
promised land 199
prophecy 98, 132, 180, 219, 250, 254, 262, 323; false 

145; messianic 132, 255n21; see also montanism
prophecy-fulfillment 132, 144, 148, 149, 299
prophets, hebrew 19, 21, 38, 45, 47, 73, 88, 113–14, 

126, 132, 143–4, 147–9, 164, 177, 180, 197, 200, 
231, 245, 251, 261, 267, 289, 291, 294, 299, 300, 
310n108, 320, 324; see also moses

propitiation 277–8 
prosopological exegesis 309n85
prosopon 160, 253; see also persons, divine
prosphorai 278
protoctetus 200
Proverbs 189, 316
Psalms 127, 182, 189, 241, 273, 292
psalms 99
pscyhikos 211; see also soul
pseudepigrapha 5, 93–4, 275
pseudo-apollodorus 25
pseudo-Clementine literature 320
pseudo-Justin 22
pseudo-linus 91
pseudo-marcellus 91
pseudo-Tertullian 209
psyche 211, 266–8; see also soul
psychikos see animal/animate nature
ptolemaean gnosis 145; see also gnosis; gnostic, 

gnosticism; gnostics
ptolemaeus 97
ptolemy 141, 206, 212, 230, 295, 311n13, 328n56; 

see also valentinian gnosis
punishment 54, 61, 74, 102, 198, 227, 231, 266, 267
purification 61, 133, 266, 282
purity 9, 156, 157, 163, 165, 232, 315
pythagoras 10, 15, 42, 45
pythagoreanism 8, 15, 42, 46–7, 61; see also 

neopythagoreans

Q tradition 207
Qirqbize 10
Quadratus 22, 122, 134n4
Quasten, J. 138, 194

Quatrodeciman controversy see paschal controversy
Quintus 97
Qumran 190

Rambaut, W. h. 141
ransom 115, 215, 271, 277–9
rape 28, 211, 224n7
rationality see reason
ravens 319, 328n51
Razis 93
reader, office of 294
Reality of the Rulers see Hypostasis of the Archons
reason 41, 44, 52, 54, 61, 125–9, 131–3, 135n19, 181, 

195, 196, 244, 249–50; see also  
knowledge; logos

rebaptism 163–5, 233
Rebaptism, On 164
Rebekah 319
rebirth 156, 215, 321
recapitulation 144, 148, 261, 263, 265, 276, 279
réchauffés 89
reconciliation 274, 283; see also lapsi controversy: 

reconciliation
re-creation 247, 248, 252
Red sea 192
redeemer 45, 140; see also Jesus Christ (offices of): 

Redeemer 
redemption 95, 132, 139, 141, 147–50, 247, 248, 

257–8, 267, 271–87; in gnosis 140, 206, 208, 
212–5, 216–7, 219, 224–5n77, 226n104; see also 
regeneration; salvation

Reed, a. y. 70
Refutation of all Heresies (epiphanius) 206
Refutation of all Heresies (hippolytan) 45, 158–60, 

209
regeneration 148, 157, 316–7, 319, 320–2; see also 

redemption; salvation
regula fidei see Rule of Faith
relics 102–3
religio 6
religion 3, 4, 6–9, 10, 13, 15–17, 19, 20, 24, 28, 49, 

55, 57, 60, 70–2, 101, 127–31, 166, 176, 178, 243, 
249, 263–4, 313, 318, 320

religio-philosophical competition see religion
repentance 210, 215, 262, 321; see also lapsi 

controversy
Republic (plato) 127
resurrection 43, 61, 74, 93, 132, 137–8, 142, 144, 

148–9, 197–8, 261, 265, 272, 275, 276, 279, 280–1, 
282; in gnosis 215–17; see also Jesus Christ (life 
of): resurrection

Resurrection, On the (melito) 250–1
reunification 215, 217–19
revelation 48, 49, 52, 60, 61, 129, 149, 157, 180, 194, 

205, 210, 242, 246, 248, 263, 272, 264, 279, 302, 
323

Revelation 88, 92, 106n18, 125, 204, 228, 229, 289, 
295, 315

rewards 54, 88, 100, 198, 277
rhetoric 3, 17–18, 27, 48–9, 154, 188, 197, 212, 228, 

233, 261, 296
righteousness 15, 17, 111, 116, 178, 181, 183, 211, 

261, 266, 275, 279
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rigorism 43, 155, 157, 315; in lapsi controversy 
161–6, 232

ritual 9, 17, 110–2, 160, 234, 237n35, 277, 313; in 
gnosis 205–6, 208, 213, 215, 216–8, 226n104

Roberts, a. 141
Roberts, C. h. 174
Robinson, J. a. 100
Roman state 68, 70–1, 89, 97, 104,123–7, 172, 173; 

emperor 9, 60, 101, 104–5, 121–6, 128, 283; 
governance and legal system 52–3, 70–1, 80, 90, 
92, 100, 113–14, 121–5, 127,157; see also cult: 
imperial

Romans 6, 12, 95, 126, 189, 228, 314, 315, 318
Rome (city of) 9, 53, 61, 72–3, 90, 99, 101, 103, 

111,113, 138–9, 142, 172, 173, 174, 197,
212, 232, 233, 237n31, 261, 262; Christianity in 45, 

154–71, 197, 228–31, 256
Rufinus 194–6
Rule of Faith 108, 146, 156, 198, 232, 274, 300, 321
Rule of Truth 146, 231, 321
rumores 52
Runia, d. T. 190 
Rusticus 99–100

sabaoth 210–11
sabbath 73–4, 77, 94, 298, 324
sabellianism 233, 234
sabellius 158, 165, 232
sacraments 163, 216, 231, 233, 237n35, 284, 313, 

323; see also baptism, eucharist,
theology: sacramental
sacramentum 53, 96
sacrificati 161, 163
sacrifice 15, 16, 24, 27, 38, 53, 56, 60, 93, 96, 100, 

128, 161–3, 193, 277–9, 298, 324–5;
self- 88–9, 93, 95, 137, 241, 278, 281; see also Jesus 

Christ (designations of): as sacrifice
sadducees 74
salamis 172
salvation 26, 61, 90, 100, 131, 143, 144–5, 148–50, 

155–7, 180, 183, 192, 231, 241, 248–9, 252, 258, 
260–3, 265–6, 271–87, 288, 298–9, 300–2, 314–5, 
319; church and 157, 163, 314, 319; in gnosis 149, 
207–9, 210–6, 218–9, 225n78; see also redemption; 
regeneration

Salvation of the Rich (Clement of alexandria) 178, 
295

samaria 6, 74, 221n6
samaritan woman 191
samson 92
Samuel 92, 292
sanctification 112, 274
sanctus 137
sardis 77, 82n46, 172
satan 123, 131–2, 279; see also devil; evil: “evil one”
satornilians 230
saturninus 101
saul (king of israel) 92
savior 26; in gnosis 209, 213–14, 216–19, 226n104, 

276; see also Christ-savior; Jesus (offices of): savior
sayings gospel 206–7
scapegoat: Christians as 53, 96; yom Kippur ritual 

277

schenke, h.-m. 209
schism 58, 60, 157, 158, 162–4, 166, 227–38, 296, 

320
scholai 11; see also schools: philosophical
schools 177,179, 229–34, 257, 323; philosophical 7, 

9–11, 14, 16–17, 19, 21–2, 24, 38–40, 44–6, 48, 
52, 54, 196, 229, 264, 313; see also alexandria: 
catechetical school; hippolytan school

science 133, 181, 297
scribes 288, 289, 296, 304n8
scriptorium 304n8
scripture 44, 48, 57–60, 159, 180–1, 189–94, 197, 

199, 257–8, 288–312; canonicity 257, 271 290, 
324; dissemination 289–90, 304n8; as divine 45, 
129, 132, 179, 191–2, 260, 302, 324; format 117, 
288–9; message of 141, 155–6, 164–5, 183, 191–2, 
198, 263, 299–302, 315; reliability of 52, 141; 
scope of 116, 198, 290–3, 305–6n26, 306n38; see 
also Bible; septuagint; nag hammadi

scripture (use of) 116–7, 141–2, 145–6, 189, 231, 
257–8, 294–9, 300–2, 307n50, 322, 324;

interpretation of 46–8, 73, 79, 113, 155, 179, 180–1 
190–3, 195, 217, 231–2, 245, 257–8, 266–8, 
271, 288, 295–8, 300, 301–2, 312n127; see also 
allegorical interpretation; exegesis; hermeneutic; 
Jews: use of scripture; literal exegesis; mystical 
exegesis; prosopological exegesis; typology

scriptures, Jewish 58, 60, 73, 79, 92, 126, 157, 164, 
190, 231, 271, 273, 298, 318, 324

scroll 123, 289, 303n2
seal 102, 145, 320, 322; see also baptism
Second Clement 114–15, 259, 260–1, 314, 315
second coming see Jesus (life of): return
second sophistic 17–19, 23
secrecy 57, 59–60, 90, 124, 181, 187n74, 205, 275, 

292, 323
sedley, d. 7
seed 272, 317; in gnosis 141, 209, 211–12, 214; see 

also Jesus Christ (life of): lineage; logos spermatikos
seleucia 103
seneca 26, 46
sensual Christians 157
sepphoris 4
septimus severus 87, 125, 137, 154, 178, 188, 189
septuagint 5, 45, 79,116, 127–8, 179, 193, 289, 293, 

294, 296, 303n4, 306n34, 306n42
sermon see homiletical literature
serpent, the 211
serpents 273, 328n51
seth 209–11
sethian gnosis 140, 206, 209–12, 213, 225n78; see 

also gnosis; gnostic; gnosticism; gnostics 
seutonius 53, 60, 96
severus see septimus severus
sextus empiricus 15
sexuality 28, 128, 138, 175, 217, 219, 283
shavuot 242; see also pentecost
sheol see hades
Shepherd of Hermas 110–11, 112, 117; see also 

apostolic Fathers; hermas
sibyl and hystaspes 45, 47
sicilian bee 177, 311n119
Sige 213
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silence 213
simmons, m. B. 58–9, 61
simon magus 45, 159, 204, 221n6, 229, 234, 236n15
simon of Cyrene 231
simon, marcel 28, 69
simonetti, m. 158, 195
simonians 204
sin 128, 131–2, 143, 144, 165, 199, 227, 247, 263, 

271, 274, 278, 283, 319; see also confession: of sin; 
forgiveness; original sin

sin-offering 278
sins 112, 131, 157, 231, 261, 277–8, 333; see also 

forgiveness
skeptics 44
smyrna 72–3, 97–8, 113, 137–8, 172, 262
socio-political status 3, 9–15, 57, 51, 59, 66n115, 76, 

79–80, 322; see also antisocialism
socrates 4, 10, 23, 56, 95, 126–9, 130, 131,  

136n42
solomon 190, 289
son of god 26, 45, 73, 112, 131,132, 148–9, 160, 

232, 241, 261, 264, 267–8, 315; descent 262, 
274–5, 279–80, 282; incarnation 129, 131, 132, 
144, 146, 150, 250, 265; in relation to Father and/
or spirit 42, 115, 155–6, 164–5, 181, 195, 241–9, 
251, 252–3, 262; see also Father: hands of; Father: 
in relation to son and/or spirit; incarnation; 
spirit: in relation to Father and/or son

son of man 274, 281
Song of Songs 189, 190, 193–4, 195, 200, 315
sons of god 128, 182, 244, 316
sophia see wisdom; Wisdom
Sophia 141, 210–5, 217–9, 225n84
sophists 18, 25
sorcery 57, 112
sordi, m. 52
sossianus hierocles 27, 52, 58–9, 60
soteriology 248, 257, 263, 264, 265, 268, 275; see also 

salvation
soul 22, 42–6, 61, 98, 130, 131, 138, 145, 156–7, 177, 

194, 195, 197, 199, 200, 210–11, 214–5, 232, 259, 
266–8, 274, 282–3, 298, 300, 315; immortality of 
101, 165; soulish 147, 276

source 213
sources chrétiennes 141, 213
sowing logos see Logos spermatikos
species (divine) 156
speratus 100–1
spirit 6, 17, 46, 200, 212, 224n62, 272, 298 divine 

6; 29, 100, 140, 146, 156, 216, 267; human 116, 
149, 156, 267, 276; see also Jesus Christ (eternal 
person): spirit of; spirit of god

spirit of god 114, 130, 140, 148, 155, 157, 195, 197, 
210–11, 224 n 77, 232, 241–5, 260–1, 268, 300; 
church and 165, 316–24; creation and 41, 130, 
143, 252–3, 316; impartation of 163–4; prophetic 
inspiration and 90, 133, 143, 145, 149, 191–3, 
198, 244–5, 291; in relation to Father and/or son 
110, 144, 155–6, 160, 164–5, 244–54, 262, 265, 
322; salvation and 144, 149–50, 273, 325; see also 
Father: hands of; Father: in relation to son and/
or spirit; son in relation to Father and/or spirit; 
spirit: divine

spirit-Christology see Christology: spirit-
spiritual 147, 157, 317; Christians 157; forces 148, 

199–200; gnosis 209–19, 276–7; literature 189; 
sacrifice 324–5; sense of scripture 79, 191–4, 297, 
298; truths 192, 322; see also Church, spiritual/
heavenly; humanity: spiritual 

spiritual gifts 281, 325
spiritual life see spirituality
spiritual Woman, the 211
spirituality 172, 181–3, 189, 199–200
stark, R. 24, 175–6, 313
status 156
stauros 272
steidle, B. 195
stephen (apostle) 95, 106n19
stephen (bishop of Rome) 163–4
stewart-sykes, a. 158–9, 160
stoicism 12, 14–15, 19, 26, 38, 43–8, 94–5, 125, 126, 

129–30, 135n23, 155, 156, 176, 232
subordinationism 156–60
substantia 156, 165
suffering 88, 147, 213, 246, 247, 261, 277, 281; see 

also Jesus Christ (life of): passion; martyrdom
suicide 88, 92, 94, 95, 106n13, 106n18
sunday 158, 294, 324
superstitio 59–60; see also superstition
superstition 6, 11, 42, 51, 53, 59–60, 62n5, 66n133, 

89, 318
supplicatio 123, see also plea
suspiciones 52, see also pagan: perceptions of 

Christianity
symbol 46, 180, 192, 215–20, 262, 266, 267, 272, 325
symmachus 293, 296
sympaschein 232
synagogue 7, 9, 71, 72–8, 110, 113–14, 118n50, 174, 

228, 313, 316
synods 162–6, 228, 233; see also councils
syria 4, 71, 72, 108, 124, 139, 177, 207, 322
syriac language 293
syria-palestine 124
syzygies 213

“two ways” philosophy 110–11, 119n22
tabernacle 143, 298
Tabor, J. d. 92
Tacitus 53, 60, 72, 96
Talmudic writings 69
Tarragona 103
Tartaros 210
Tatian 21, 22, 45, 121, 122, 125, 126, 130, 131, 132, 

229, 230, 263
Te Deum 88
teachers 39, 176, 178, 229–30, 234–5, 237n34, 257, 

271, 275, 323; see also Jesus (designations of): 
teacher

teaching 7, 109, 110–11, 112, 178, 182, 227, 
231, 266, 271–2, 300, 316; see also catechetical 
instruction

Telfer, W. 154
temptation 282, 315, 320
Tertullian 10, 22, 27, 28, 46, 59, 60, 66n115, 71, 77, 

78, 81n13, 105, 107n37, 122, 124–5, 130, 133, 
154–8, 164, 165, 166, 198, 205, 229, 230, 243, 
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248, 258, 262, 263–4, 264–5, 278, 282, 283, 293, 
294, 295, 315, 317, 319–20, 322

testimony books 289, 303n6
textual criticism 189, 293, 296
thanksgiving 20, 278, 293, 296
Theaetetus (plato) 182–3
theazo 182; see also deification
Thebes 87
Thecla 91, 103
Theletos 213
Themistius 24
Theodore of mopsuestia 297
Theodotian 293, 296
Theodotus 230
theological vocabulary 8, 28, 246, 252, 253, 257, 262, 

264–5, 271, 278, 297
theology 3, 57–8, 114, 155, 160, 165, 181, 188–9, 

195–6, 199, 200, 229–30, 234, 242, 257, 260–3; 
biblical 146, 180; dogmatic 194; mystical 207; 
polemical 145–50, 263–4; sacramental 160, 163, 
263, 265, 272; systematic 47, 189, 194, 200, 261, 
263–4; see also apologetic: theology; mysticism

Theophilus of antioch 22, 27, 45, 77–8, 119n50, 
121, 122, 126, 130, 131, 132, 243, 247, 252, 
263–4, 265, 295, 301

theopoieo 182; see also deification 
theoria: exegesis 297; platonic vision of god 181
theos 174, 242, 
theosis 263, 276, 285n29; see also deification
Thessalonians189
Thessalonica 4
Thomas 89, 103
Thomasine Christianity 140, 206–9, 207 
Thomassen, e. 216, 230, 237n31
Thought 156, 213
Thought of Norea 209
Three Steles of Seth 209
thrones 279; divine 115, 132; imperial 125, 126
Thyestean banquets 59
Tiberias 4
Timaeus (plato) 16, 127
Timothy 20, 140, 204, 227
tithes 319
Titus 102
Titus 12, 13, 189, 228, 281, 317
Titus hadrianus antoninus pius see antoninus pius
To Autolycus (Theophilus of antioch) 77–8, 121, 

125, 247, 295
tombs 13–14, 72, 103, 274, 280
Torah 41, 45, 112, 176, 193; see also scriptures, 

Jewish
tower 317
traducianism 156; see also soul
Trajan 9, 53, 59, 72
transmigration of souls 130
Trebilco, p. 228
Triad 209, 243, 248
trias 243
Trimorphic Protennoia 209
trinitas 156, 243
Trinity 111, 115, 164, 196, 197, 243, 246, 251, 254, 

264, 265; see also god (nature of): distinction 
within

Tripartite Tractate 206, 212, 213
Truth 180, 212, 213, 215, 216
Trypho 74, 78, 132, 277; see also Dialogue with Trypho
tupoi 298
turificati 161
Turkey 157
typology 78, 180, 207, 231, 251, 274, 297–8; see 

also allegorical interpretation; exegesis; literal 
interpretation; mystical interpretation; scripture 
(interpretation of)

Tyre 4, 188, 192

unger, d. 141
unification 214–9, 223n40
union, human-divine 149, 247, 267, 275, 276, 277, 

278, 280, 315; in gnosis 214–9, 223n40; see also 
communion: human-divine

unity see Church unity; god (nature of): unity of
universalism 16, 24, 264

valentinian gnosis 139–42, 145–9, 159, 204, 206, 
212–9, 222n21, 225n84, 230, 237n35, 272, 
328n56; see also gnosis; gnostic; gnosticism; 
gnostics; valentinus 

valentinus 45, 142, 156, 174, 206, 212, 225n84, 228, 
229–30, 233, 234, 236n14, 295, 323

valerian 96, 188
varro 16
vatican library 159
verissimus see marcus aurelius
victor (bishop of Rome) 138, 143, 158, 229, 231
victory 260–1, 276, 280, 283
vienne 55, 97, 137–9, 150; see also Letter of the 

Churches of Lyons and Vienne
vinzent, m. 230
virgin birth see Jesus Christ (life of): birth
virtue 15, 24, 28, 39, 40, 47, 49, 54, 60, 88, 111, 300, 

302, 317; god as 147
vision of god 181, 183, 266, 268
visions 88, 98–9, 109, 206–7, 262
vocabulary see theological vocabulary
voice, the 211
voice, the 274
voltaire 88

washing 132, 316, 321, 322
water 41, 43, 91, 111, 115, 116, 164, 191, 211, 216, 

273, 280, 317, 321, 322, 324; see also baptism
way of life 144, 229, 283, 300, 302, 318, 324
wealth 10, 47, 56, 77, 80, 88, 112, 160, 208, 231, 262
West, the 283
wickedness 26, 100, 110, 199, 300
widows 323
Wilken, R. l. 51, 52
Williams, m. a. 205, 221n12
Williams, R. 200
wine 55, 324, 325; see also eucharist
wisdom 6, 7–8, 15, 18, 21, 29, 38, 47, 56, 61, 132, 

182–3, 264, 300
Wisdom: Christ as, 265, 266; god’s 143, 147, 156, 

183, 252; spirit as, 130, 246, 253; see also sophia
Wisdom of Solomon 126, 142, 289, 292
Wisdom-Christology see Christology: Wisdom-
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women 18, 19, 47, 55, 57, 59, 88, 90, 91–2, 98–9, 
304n8, 307n52, 317; leadership of, 157, 219, 323; 
see also spiritual Woman

Word of god 39, 40, 48, 246, 252–3, 260, 265; apart 
from incarnation 197, 245, 249–50, 267; creative 
work 143, 147; distinct from son, 232; incarnation 
of 148, 149, 156, 183, 249–51, 260, 276, 318; 
scriptures and 200, 291, 302; see also Jesus Christ 
(eternal person): logos/Word

world see cosmology: world; creation
worship: Christian 6, 12–13, 17, 56–7, 59, 60, 72, 

100, 111–2, 126, 131, 135n19, 174, 244, 264, 273, 
278, 294, 323, 324–5, 327n37; graeco-Roman 6, 
14, 16, 29, 53, 125–6, 127, 130, 133; Jewish 71, 
114; see also eucharist; idolatry; liturgy; baptism

yerevan, armenia 141
yom Kippur 277
young, F. m. 180, 302

Zalmunna 92
Zebah 92
Zechariah 144, 189, 193
Zeno of Citium 43
Zeno of elea 105
Zephyrinus 158, 159, 197, 232
Zeus 13–14, 25, 138; see also Hymn to Zeus
Zimri 92
Zoe 210–11, 213
Zoroastrianism 233
Zostrianos 45, 209
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